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Abstract
Are you really you? Are your memories true? John “Fig” Newton thinks much the same 
as you do. But in three separate episodes of his life, he comes to see things are a little more 
strange and less straightforward than everyone around him has been inured to the point of 
pretending they are; maybe it's all some kind of bizarre form of torture for someone with the 
misfortune of assuming they embody a real and actual person. Whatever the case, Fig is sure he 
can't trust that truth exists, and over the course of his many doomed relationships and 
professional foibles, he continually strives to find another like him—someone incandescent with 
rage, and preferably, as insane and beautiful as he.
i
Extracts
“Whose blood do you still thirst for? But sacred philosophy will shackle your success, for 
whatsoever may be your momentary triumph or the disorder of this anarchy, you will never 
govern enlightened men. Tell me, what, actually, will be your place in the pages of history?”
—Olympe de Gouges
“And when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes near, let 
yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their 




However you want to classify the genre of this text, for which the author would like to 
offer the title of “doom caper,” an extremely long list of individuals must be thanked for 
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confrontational entity, Shirley Jackson and Phillip K. Dick serve as king and queen over its 
principality, respectfully, and the book is more or less dedicated to them.
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The Jealous Husbands Problem
San Francisco and its remoter communes jeweled the dark outside the yacht and cast an 
iridescent and unnavigable storm of light roiling on the black water of the bay. Now and again an 
oily breeze blew through the wedding reception that smelled partly of boat exhaust and another 
part oceanic rot. A few moths eddied in the buttery light of paper lamps and bulbs bobbing naked 
on white cords, strung up as a glittering spider web above the upper deck where the reception 
awaited the cutting of the cake. John Figaro Newton watched the lights imperceptibly soften and 
flare back up when the vessel's bulk pitched atop the water, holding in his hand the table's 
battery-powered synthetic candle, flicking it on and off again in his palm with the switch on its 
underside. They had asked him to give them a riddle, which for many years now Fig had started 
to think of as one of the best ways of getting under his skin. When he'd been a little boy it was 
cute—now it was as if he was continually asked to do his Morgan Freeman impersonation so 
everyone could get a clear look at how racist he was. In the spirit of that, he opted for one of 
poorer taste—the missionaries and cannibals problem. Maybe it wasn't as bad as he imagined, 
but he still felt like people were trying to get a sense of whether he was some kind of savant or if 
they were themselves by comparison. It was stupid, and it had started making him sad. Vivian 
had gently badgered him into it in full view of the table and he tried to think through the 
paranoia.
To steady his thinking, he looked again at the faces scrunched around the table. “You're 
the leader of a deployment of missionaries in Papua New Guinea, and you've got three in your 
missionary group including you,” he narrated, and the others scribbled either a numeral three or a 
crude diagram. “Apart from you three, you have moored off the coast of a hilariously tiny island 
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where three cannibals have made their own micro-civilization—and here's the catch—these 
three men do not have Jesus Christ, and the pope has had enough of it.”
They were looking at him a long time as he went on and Fig leaned into the telling, 
totally stone-faced. “To get off your ship, they need to show you holy men how to row on the 
treacherous water of the inlet. Only two people can fit in the boat at a time. The cannibals are 
looking a little skinny, so you and your chaste men aren't taking any chances—the missionaries 
have to stay together and never be outnumbered by cannibals, either in the boat or on the beach 
or the deck of the ship.”
“So do we all start on the deck of the ship?” someone asked.
“Yeah, all six of you,” Fig confirmed. “So, how are you going to do it? The white Christ 
is waiting.” Fig was drunk. He was sitting at his original girlfriend's wedding. He had spent 
years holding a candle for her, holding it in such a way to scald his retinae and eventually 
incinerate his entire reptile brain. It was a bad breakup, and it was a bad ten years after in which 
he never really got over it. This was a supposed and self-imposed final exam in the course of his 
growing maturity and non-denominational foray into something resembling Zen Buddhism. 
Things were going okay, even if he couldn't quite shake the sense of extreme dread that had 
accumulated too slowly to keep him from boarding the reception yacht after the ceremony. He 
watched the pair of empty chairs at the middle of the long table of the wedding entourage, the 
left flank peopled with teal dresses and dizzying pylons of hair, the right with teal vests and half­
familiar faces, firm chins and thin thinking-lips. In his head, unsolicited, Fig could hear his 
younger self reminding his current self of the long speech he had prepared for tonight, the gospel 
of closure he'd fantasized for many years, intended for the bride if he'd ever see her again. In his 
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mind's other hand, he grasped the mental picture of the gaunt missionaries watching the savage 
waters slap at the boat, avoiding the wayward gazes of the cannibals rowing them into the inlet.
“I love you, Jesuuuuuuuus Chriiiiiiiiiiist!” sang the fourth man, who Fig didn't know, an 
athletically-bodied man with a large nose and long sun-faded hair put up in a bun, who looked 
like he knew a few banjo chords and how to surf and that his name ought to be Robin. The others 
hushed him up to minimize any misdirection from Fig.
“That's all?” Stephen Fitzgibbons asked. Stephen Fitzgibbons had studied business 
administration and had recently switched careers from accounting to real estate development. He 
sat diligently scribbling on his napkin, drunk and teeming.
“If you want,” Fig offered as an addendum, “you can swap the cannibals out for wives, 
and the missionaries for their jealous husbands. It makes it harder, because in that instance each 
husband cannot be alone with another's wife either in the boat or on the beach. Added difficulty, 
and another flavor of existential horror.” With a little side look, Vivian seemed the only to 
appreciate the inclusivity.
With his view of their notes, Fig could see that only Julian was on the case. Of the 
milquetoast variety of friends Eleanor had made in college, Julian had always been the shrewdest 
in the room and he had since attained years of experience handling the many disruptions people 
like Fig provoked in team meetings working at a Pasadena tech startup. The others were having 
trouble. “Who could ever have the patience to bother with something like this,” Stephen 
Fitzgibbons proclaimed, but Julian already had it licked, in one try. Missionary-cannibal cross, 
missionary returns, cannibal-cannibal cross, cannibal returns, then missionary-missionary, 
cannibal, cannibal-cannibal, missionary, and finally missionary-cannibal until all six stood safely 
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on the shore, having crossed the river of barbarian lusts, and it would be happily ever after for 
the Western world be they barbarian, jealous husbands, or missionaries.
“Well done,” Fig shouted and slapped Julian's diagram to congratulate it. “Now try it 
with the missionaries being married to one of the cannibals and cannot be alone with any but 
their spouse, and one of the cannibals has only one arm and cannot row.”
Julian smiled at him. Systems engineer. The brightest minds. Fig was completely 
disgusted by him. “I'll let you show me,” Julian said. “How's the puzzle site doing?” Fig and 
Vivian had been placed at a lonely, wicked table. It occurred to Fig the only undershirt he was 
able to pack for wedding weekend was his white t-shirt that said ALGORITHMS ARE RACIST. 
He didn't think the lettering would be visible through the button-up, but he wasn't totally sure.
“Let's cut to the part where you guys just stuff my virtual wallet with donations. Daddy's 
gotta eat.”
“Not pulling much ad revenue,” Julian said.
“It's not. But it is mine and I made it myself,” Fig conceded. Vivian squeezed his hand 
under the table despite sweat slickening his palm. Julian protruded his lips and nodded 
affectionately.
“Do you want me to make a crowdfunding video for you?” The Robin-looking man 
asked. No one seemed to hear him. Fig did not know what this quasi-Robin studied or his actual 
name and did not feel any particular curiosity about him.
With the problem of the cannibals safely forgotten, the conversation between then and 
when the bride and groom arrived to furious applause was mostly directed at Vivian, concerning 
what she'd turned her degree into—she oversaw multiple clinical trials in Durham and flew out 
to visit Fig and ally herself with him in enduring the bride's college friends who had 
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accumulated in the area. Incidentally, the men at the table, all but Fig, despite having just 
finished dinner, were coming by degrees to eat out of Vivian's hand.
Fig paid little mind to any of it. He only knew the routine of their talk because it had been 
the case anytime he and Vivian went anywhere together. She was a beauty—a woman of a 
“particular” look. Rarely if ever had Fig seen features like hers coalesce into such compellingly 
pleasant while unusual—wide-set eyes and a nose just on the edge of large—and due to a lack of 
a chin was told by her drama teacher in college that she wasn't a “right kind” of beautiful and 
she swerved into studying biology. But the results in situations like these, with men hunkered 
together as she simply existed nearby, routinely illustrated that drama teacher's questionable 
judgment.
As for Fig himself, he had been nursing himself back from the moral fallout of having 
slipped off the cliff of subjective mathematics and Bayesian theory. Not every math grad student 
winds up at Google to strengthen the police state's surveillance network—some become pro­
union. Over the previous two years, he had created an online hub of recreational math that had 
gained him little financial traction, well intentioned as it was as an educational tool for younger 
students and hardened sudoku enthusiasts. In other words, he was nowhere near where he knew 
he'd be as a child, and now that his first girlfriend was getting married and he had been invited to 
the wedding despite a bitter, too drawn-out breakup, the embers of it had smoked inside Fig's 
head the nearly ten years hence. His father and her father had remained close friends, as they had 
been before Fig and Ellie had been born. He scanned the tables and saw his father sitting 
distantly at a table nearer the wedding procession—and every bit of his habitual frivolity could 
be seen in the way he carried himself with those seated near him. They were having fun there. At 
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Fig's table, where all stood agitatedly at the door of their thirties, no one made any effort to hide 
that they stared at Vivian and occasionally the figure she made in her black dress.
Fig's tweedy suit jacket was a borrowed sport coat on the precipice of decay, and actually 
featured leather patches affixed to the coarse fabric at the elbows. Anytime he began to think of 
his jacket or any piece of his clothing ensemble, he would move the electric candle from his hand 
to one of his knees and try to stuff the sleeves of his white button-up shirt under the sleeves of 
his jacket, as the sizes mismatched to the point that the whole of the white cuffs dangled 
obscenely from the mouth of the jacket-sleeves if left on their own. Every aspect of the current 
Fig had been assembled last minute. It was a simulacrum of something not on the verge of 
exploding. And at last he could sense the full thrust of his shame at accepting the invitation to 
this wedding and facing a brutal period of life he assumed he had survived—deeply scathed, but 
survived. He was already losing his grip on the façade he had propped up in front of himself for 
the party in its turbulent crosswinds, and the bride and groom had yet to arrive, and his mental 
notes for what-he'd-say-to-her flickered poorly somewhere in the gloom of his stomach.
Fig's glass sat empty in front of him. “Anybody need another?” he said, swirling the 
whiskey-tinted ice. Many assented to another drink, but only Not-Robin hopped up to help him 
with the empty glasses.
Not-Robin followed Fig with a worrying alacrity. His large nose pointed this way then 
that way as if it sat on top of a weathervane. “So good to see you guys again,” he said, which was 
a statement Fig could not parse. “So you two are ah...” he shopped for the word. He either was 
or was not a theatre major. “..together, then?”
“For the sake of brevity, I'll say yes,” Fig said.
“Rad, man. Rad. She's awesome. No tits, but she makes up for it.”
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“You should see how clean a kitchen she keeps,” Fig said. “Dinner ready at five, on the 
nose.” He wondered what sort of activity this fucking moron would get up to if he were to notice 
that nobody was looking at him. He looked like the sort of person who had identified the core 
attributes of his soul at an indoor rock-climbing wall. He could hear some upper-Midwest in the 
elongated, gently curving vowels, perhaps Milwaukee or suburban St. Paul. He was like an 
amalgam of characters you'd see in a sitcom that turned out to be robot surrogates implanted into 
the family during a Halloween special. Fig was kidding around with the idea of these things, but 
he could see from a long way off, as from an astral projection, that his own body was giving off 
the physical cues of an intensely frightened animal.
“So you two are like exclusive then?” Not-Robin pressed, like Fig had told him another 
riddle, and, briskly reading the conversation back in his head, Fig realized that he had done so 
more or less.
He and Vivian had a long history together, Fig recognized, wearily. The two of them had 
frequented one another in seasons of closeness, with a brief period of extensive ugly affection 
from one side that resulted in a few years of mutual excommunication. They had never fucked 
each other, but Fig had wanted it to happen. They had been younger then, just out of college and 
coping with a newer, vaster loneliness, with very different ideas of how to go about the coping. 
Fig wanted her. Vivian preferred to keep him. “We're close,” Fig finally admitted. “We fell in 
love with abusing each other over the years.”
“Right!” Not-Robin said, like he'd reached that conclusion simultaneously. “I just mean 
like, would you say that you two are...in a closed arrangement?”
“I brought her to the dance, but she can call it whatever she wants. I've been removing, 
every year, the little bits of aggression that live like shrapnel in my body, the poisonous heavy 
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metals they start putting inside you when you are born and they tell you that you are to grow up 
to be a man, baptized and hypnotized into the death cult from the day you're born. Telling 
Vivian what I want from her and what we are together is one such form of internalized 
aggression, and over the years she and I have been together I've made it my mission to snuff it 
out. She and I are far past that point.”
“Awesome, man, so awesome.” A color that hadn't been there before had welled into 
Not-Robin's face. A passion. “You're like a master of the spirit realm. You're like the highest- 
level Luddite,” he said, pinching Fig's leathery elbow, and perhaps intending to comment on 
Fig's unwillingness to abide the event by checking his Motorola flip phone every thirty seconds.
Fig had absolutely no idea what he meant. “Took a lot of practice,” he said, extending his 
hands to the air to signal to a fellow primitive that he meant no harm, noticing then that both shirt 
sleeves had come too far from the jacket sleeves and he began fidgeting with them again. The 
thirsty procession lurched forward little bits at a time. The bartender, a gentleman in a pinstriped 
vest with a gray paintbrush mustache, looked down at his countertop while leaning in to hear the 
drink orders and filled glasses to the brim, nodding at the dollars aggregating in his tip tumbler. 
He struck Fig as familiar—wasn't he one of Eleanor's relatives? One of the uncles at her high 
school graduation? In recent months Fig had started to notice their numbers—the supporting 
actors blustering in and out of the curtains at the wings of the stage of his life, in wigs and new 
clothes and false accoutrements of every sort but slugging with them an unmistakable 
familiarity—a sameness of facial shape or practical narrative role, a rhyming action to the cast as 
each scene bowed to the next. Someone was fucking up the production and betraying the 
humility of the project's budget: he caught more and more of them scuttling in and out every 
year.
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Fig had figured it out quickly as a child, the kind of game he wanted to play with these 
fictional automatons he saw in front of him day in and day out. Like many, he had seen Jurassic 
Park at a delicate age and had his mind completely altered by it in a way that no regular kid 
obsessed with dinosaurs or the Latin-waggling royal naturalists who came along to name all this 
thundering gigantism had—the idea that you could grow up to be a celebrity bad boy 
mathematician as portrayed by Jeff Goldblum had jumped Fig's world off its axis and onto 
another. That guy—in the leather pants and heeled boots, with a clump of similar curly black hair 
to Fig's, was who you wanted to be in a situation as insane as that. What a life to live in the 
ludicrous kabuki that everyone agreed was real and important.
It was a toxic and early impression that he was a little different from everybody else, 
because he was looking at things in a little more detail, and no one seemed interested that there 
were tremendous amounts of evidence that their species was on the verge of death. He was able 
to arrive at this conclusion through circuitous means of symbol recognition. When he was eleven 
he sat squatting in the forest behind where he and his parents lived in rural Indiana—the 
hollowed remnants of a very old strip mine, cascaded over with static flows of shale that ran like 
rivers to the beat of geological time. He was overcome with a powerful need to shit while hiking 
alone through the desolate trail system. Constantly afraid of being shot by hunters, Fig had 
climbed up to the top of a hill less populated with thorny blackberry bushes to reveal his hideous 
act to any who may come over the hill to the sound of guttural grunting inside thicket of bushes, 
which were, according to the hunting simulations they had played inside county-line dive bars, a 
routine means of knowing where and when to open fire. Days after he had done so, Fig happened 
upon the same spot upon a nearly identical bout of intestinal retching. He scrambled to the top of 
the hill again and scanned for gun toting maniacs as he shit again on the hilltop overlooking the 
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lake, and glanced over to see his turd from the other day—a white-blue slime mold had begun to 
grow on it, and as far as Fig knew, no such thing was a normal thing in his region. For the 
duration of the afternoon he watched it slowly boil and knead his mighty shit into the same 
material as the mud. Upon the normal circumstances of the world Fig had been born in, this was 
not information that the layperson had. Whatever it meant, you didn't get this message every day 
of the week, so why not tune in for a minute, just in case.
In middle school Fig's talk-of-the-school “science project” had been a social survey in 
which Fig sat in the woods and recorded data about the rare passersby he saw. He had brought 
equipment such as a blanket, a compass, a notebook, whatever sodas he could scrounge up, a 
spyglass, a plastic toy that was also name-brand “Spy Gear” for kids that enabled them to listen 
in on worryingly distant private conversations, and a snack. Sometimes he'd remember a 
camcorder and a pen. He recorded information such as: had he seen this person before. What 
brings them here. Do they come alone. Fig was making a step at creating a behavioral 
ethnography of his surroundings. This project was seen as unusual and, worse, unfocused.
In time Fig learned that for the 29 years or so he had been a so-called “thinking person” 
he had incorrect information about a deeply disquieting misconception his culture had produced: 
he wasn't actually intelligent, he had only through a series of circumstances been convinced that 
he was. He was locked in a hall of mirrors and his reaction had been to study the warped 
impressions he saw of himself not as fluid and dynamic, but represented, factually and 
concretely, as comedically disproportionate. It lasted well through college and well into grad 
school—until he began to lose interest in pure mathematics, and through a turnout in recreational 
maths he chanced into the discursive corn mazes of casual philosophy. He had come to realize 
that while he had been wrong about himself, so too had the impressions impressed on individuals 
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were similarly confused and willfully mislead, usually in ways that Fig perceived as suspect. For 
example, Fig saw it as telling that he and just about everyone referring to a Luddite, even the 
dictionary, universally used the word incorrectly. The Luddite rebellion, a grossly misunderstood 
moment in economic history, saw machinery displacing but reemploying the working class as 
machinists rather than master artisans who would otherwise have apprentices and command a 
corner of the market share. The owners of the machines, meanwhile, did not disburse what the 
machines produced into the hands of the people working on them. This situation which the 
Luddites noticed lead to a civil rebellion that resulted in a great many of them being publicly 
hanged. It had nothing to do with someone who had an older cell phone. On paper, Fig had 
begun to see so late simply by forgetting to monitor his surroundings in detail, capitalism wasn't, 
in easily observable actuality, working out so well for humanity.
“You know what you need for your puzzle games website—” the Not-Robin said to Fig, 
“is human connection.”
This was compelling thing to say to Fig. It was stupidity so whole that it couldn't be 
called anything other than profound. The full breadth of Fig's foolishness had been laid bare to 
these people in his attempts to amuse them with a stupid riddle, but he had still lucked into being 
the smartest one on the ship, and the practical effect of it all was that he was far and away the 
stupidest motherfucker on the manifest.
Not-Robin loosed a burp and said, “I think that's what you need. You need riddles that 
tell a story. Something people can really understand. Me, I'm a full-time philanthropist.”
“That must be lucrative,” Fig ventured, mostly because he wanted to see how long they 
could trade multi-syllabic sounds.
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“It is! It is,” said Not-Robin. “I'm writing a motivational book. It's all about what's in 
here,” he said, tapping his brain-case. “It all comes from there.”
“That's so true,” Fig said, watching the floor, thirst overwhelming.
“See, Fig, I'm secretly a genius, like you. I'm telling people the truth about themselves, 
which they never suspect is all around and inside all at the same time. Everything you need to 
succeed is guaranteed to you if you just take time to prepare. Success is guaranteed if you 
conceptualize it the right way. I call it martial-Zen.”
“You need to get a patent on that.”
“I have it already,” he said. “Next I just have to get the book written and then I'll be set.”
“So you're like a guru. Or a yogi?”
“Yes! That's it exactly,” Not-Robin said with the confidence of a man who had pioneered 
a trade, cornered a piece of the market where all the rules were handed down by him and the cool 
million dollars he had inherited.
“You know,” Fig said, “Alan Watts lived on a boat kind of like this one in this same 
harbor for a while. You're riding in his wake. You are another dandelion seed on the breeze.”
“I don't know who that is, and I don't need to know,” Not-Robin said. “Because all the 
information in the universe is already here,” he said, referring to his skull again and perhaps by 
extension the book that prowled inside, leaning against some closed sphincter or another, 
distending some juicy membrane in his darker recesses.
“That actually rules,” Fig said, brushing his hand over his hot scalp, through his black 
whorls of long-uncut hair. “You're doing a lot better than I was prepared to give you credit for.”
“Exactly, exactly!” Not-Robin said. “You're wound so tight. You say you've let go, but 
you gotta let more go.”
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“Well, I'm almost 30 and I have no career,” Fig said. “At this point I'm okay to just hang 
back and let someone else live a fulfilling life in the vacuum my lack of trying makes.”
“That's good, Fig, that's very good,” Not-Robin said with the inflection of a preschool 
teaching aide. “But you gotta go deeper than that even. That girl over there,” he said, scooping 
Fig's slumped shoulders up under his arm, pointing toward Vivian smiling at the table, “you 
gotta let her go too. Once and for all. She is a leopard in the jungle. And the jungle is this boat.” 
Not-Robin was a very ugly drunk. Likely it had been months since he'd had anything off the 
paleo menu, and he was barely held together by the mortar of gluten barbarously slopping itself 
over his cellular makeup. “Predators in the jungle, cats on a boat at night.”
Fig, stunned by the acidity of Not-Robin's breath and bravely keeping himself from 
pushing his thumbs into the man's eyeholes and then his own, looked up to see that Not-Robin 
had turned away to order the table's drinks. Before Fig could move or say a thing, a whiskey had 
been thrust into his palm, the ice clicking numbly on the rim. This apparition without a name 
who looked like a Robin was like everyone else on the boat—someone with money or at least the 
understandable and fascinating delusion that their lives are imbued with profound significance, 
bolstered by trust funds, six figure-eligible laisseze-faire work “ethics,” and broiled in a culture 
so hopelessly cynical it realized that the species' imminent extinction had become all but certain 
in the middle of the 20th century and there was no point in trying to prevent it now. A spat of 
clinical studies, a handful of which Vivian had assisted with, had started to pick up the scent of a 
heretofore unknown cache of masked neurological problems created by fetal alcohol syndrome, 
which was suddenly appearing to be vastly more prevalent than anyone thought possible. 
Neurological problems? Well, that could mean anything. Fig, a numbers guy prone to seasons of 
hulking depression, had no way of knowing with any certainty which side of that figure he was 
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on. All he knew was he couldn't trust the other side. “Drink up, Mr. Fig. It's a feeding frenzy 
tonight.” Not-Robin bottomed-up his tumbler of whisky and spat the ice back into the glass. Fig 
followed his example, but crunched whatever ice landed on his teeth. They worked together to 
bring the rest of the drinks to the table.
The bride and groom returned to the deck with a stout, red-faced photographer blustering 
nearby. The reception had whipped itself up into hoots and good Christian jeers befitting the 
impending ritual removal of bride-head. Their first dance was coming, but first the cake sat 
neglected and whole and they posed for the photographer as they sliced into it. Fig watched as 
best he could stand to see the bride's once-boss at the bank fit a tiny piece of the cake into her 
perfectly shaded lips, while she looked him straight in the eye, holding off on smiling just long 
enough for the procedure to finish, then munching it down in a series of seemingly calculated 
jaw motions, holding a small napkin up to it. Per his best estimate, it was a beautiful wedding, 
and more certainly unthinkably expensive.
“Vivian's gushing about your thesis, Fig,” Julian admitted when they were seated, 
reaching for a drink at seeming random.
“A fount of deception,” Fig said. “Pay no attention to the woman in the black dress.”
“She says it's about logic games and socialism.”
“Unthinkable!” Fig said with an inflection he hadn't attentively considered before hurling 
it straight onto the table. “And all of you probably want to hear the actually interesting part of it. 
Vivian inspired the whole thing. One night, many years ago, Vivian was there for the inspiration 
for the puzzle. We deployed her as a piece of bait in front of this guy at the bar. The bet was that 
he was either going to try to take Vivian home to fuck or to murder and eat.” Fig stuck a finger 
into the air. “This riddle, like just about every thought experiment from Schrodinger's cat on 
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down, we agreed was a fair reflection not only of a certain penchant for the human brain to be 
unable to reconcile competing possibilities and points, inherently, to an unwillingness to accept 
factual evidence when presented with a system of metaphor that facilitates departure from the 
facets of truth. These little stories we spin for each other in the form of logic games and riddles 
habitually betray biases in thinking that are so entrenched in us we are unable to recognize them 
as such. Of course we think that any man sitting at a bar has one of a handful of objectives, and 
to assume that it is a binary choice exemplifies the pseudoscience that a great deal of proper 
science becomes entangled with. We see something that we believe, and we automatically think, 
Oh, I know what that is. I know what conclusions to expect from our species' experience with 
this problem. We know how to handle this. We confuse ourselves, just by trying to think our way 
out of messes we have created by refusing to think.” He'd never remember doing so, but Fig was 
pointing directly at the groom as he said that. It struck him that nobody knew what the fuck he 
was talking about.
“What?” Vivian said. “I don't remember any of that happening. Was this when we were 
still in school?”
“Oh,” Fig said, “Sorry. I think that was something I dreamed.” He appraised the sudden 
darkness off the prow of their vessel—had there not been lights on the banks? Had the yacht 
changed direction in the bay? Had they gone out to sea?
The table's mood had been irreparably shoved askew. Fig hovered at the edge of 
becoming a debacle, but he counted up what he had left of his self-consciousness and guessed he 
was still in the clear and still capable of self-policing. It couldn't last until they were back to port 
and he saw that people could see the dire agitation self-replicating and poisoning his blood. “It's 
pretty cool that you came,” Ed Wau said. There'd be no sure way to assuage his sincerity and Fig 
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remained quiet just in case. “I don't think I'd have had the guts,” Ed admitted, seemingly 
apropos of nothing. This display of fealty was acceptable to Fig, and Ed had gained considerable 
favor in his eyes.
As it will in the wedding scene in every romance novel, the procession suddenly rose and 
Fig was shaken to realize he perceived it doing as such in unpaginated climes. A band had 
materialized out of the oceanic fog and taken up spots on section of elevated wood floor. Their 
equipment had been set up without Fig's knowledge and he felt cornered by the many many 
things that he had not remained vigilant to notice—an unknowable figure of elements that, he felt 
certain now, would result in the unassailable sinking of the wedding yacht. He touched Vivian's 
hand and threw her a look. “Cake.”
“Cake,” Vivian agreed.
They stood with the measured geniality of a couple about to dash on a restaurant bill, 
their gazes sagely interlocked. Fig liked the way she leaned into him when he threw his arm 
around her waist. His other hand had hoisted into his jacket pocket and fingered for the miniature 
glass pipe packed full of Death Blossom, an indica strain original to a chicken farm in Bend, 
Oregon. When sheathed in the dark of the yacht's deck, he burned the end of it and huffed a 
clean white cloud into Vivian's obliging lips. He turned to the dark of the night and leaned his 
back on the railing. “The poop deck,” Fig guessed. He was not a mariner nor had ever felt any 
affinity for the water or visiting it. Much of the landlocked Midwesterner's atavism lay in his 
body like vestigial bones, visible only in his slightly elongated Neanderthal jaw people on the 
west coast seemed to think of as exotic and anachronistically labelled “corn-fed.” When he went 
in for a checkup or a dental cleaning, Fig would mention things like that, and nurse practitioners 
would stare at him.
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Like them, Vivian knew too much to remain a totally impartial companion to him willing 
to put up with his constant batshit adjudications of consensus reality, but she was one of the only 
friends Fig had left. It was her view that Fig had just escaped a years-long abusive relationship 
and was shellshocked by it; he knew the better of his own mind and was aware of having made 
sacrifices for romance and a sense of spiritual ease. In either case, Vivian wanted very much to 
be here to support Fig during a period of elevated ambient stress, but he couldn't pinpoint when 
her latent sociopathy was propping her decisions up and here to see whatever fireworks show he 
provided. He loved her in that specific way and would forever be unable to describe it to anyone.
“Fig, look up,” Vivian said. “Look around. What do you see?”
To placate her, Fig lethargically appraised their gilded surroundings. “A whole bunch of 
people who were counting on my having killed myself by now.”
“No, it's a party.”
“It's a lake boiling over with crocodiles. We're gonna die here.”
“Fig. You can do this. I understand how you're feeling. We can get through this.”
Fig's life had ended some years ago. That was how it had felt, and how he'd casually 
describe the experience of shedding the intense shame and grief of the long sickness since he and 
Ellie had split and he had tried for years to get beyond his terror of the word “forever” when the 
sediment of acceptance had started to collect in his brain stem and crystallize the pain, and he 
had ceased flaying open the wounds by taking circuitous routes to examining her trail of social 
media, from which she had had to take measures to prevent him from finding early into his 
roiling, slow-cooking insanity.
He went to graduate school for a degree in mathematics in Heidelberg. He and his cohort 
drank with the Germans and avoided Americans. After an adolescence of stolid abstinence, Fig 
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had decided to open himself up to smoking marijuana, and he promptly became earth- 
shatteringly stoned at the end of a fellow jaded mathematician's bong, and when he lay in silence 
in a corner of a dark apartment attic, and, sailing over a precipice of extreme terror, he initially 
suspected his trusted friends of having spiked his cup of water with some designer psychoactive, 
and his eyes darted at the thin shadows cast by a naked light bulb in the center of the floor. When 
that wore off and he could no longer hear the thunder of his heart, a serene downpour of silence 
soaked up all the tremendous noise that had been his mind for so many years, and the orgiastic 
silence that contaminated his heart had become to him the most blessed experience of his 
existence, the dilation of time, the cooling and sealing action closing up his hundred thousand 
open wounds. The biting fish of the current lay still in the dark it created, and Fig and his 
entourage crept down the apartment stairs to play one of the Super Smash Bros sessions of their 
lives, one of the unthinkably rare occasions that play becomes imbued with religious 
significance, each of them brimming with a subtle courage as though everyone had, inside the 
psychic labyrinth of the powerful narcotics they'd shared, some dragon on a pile of gold or an 
ogre in the forest and come back to the hearth to feel the keening of his pulse and the quickening 
of his bonds with others like him, living, flensed by the knives of it, unimaginably lucky to be 
there together. He missed them now, despite the return of Vivian, whom he had learned in his 
short time alive to count forever lost.
Fig had achieved nothing in the time since. He had drunk the Kool-Aid, in a manner of 
speaking, but it wasn't as deadly a proposition as he had predicted: sure, he had finally gotten 
into the garden variety narcotic, but it had proved a vital function in his life—it amplified his 
cognitive sensitivities some of the time, and consequently worsened his already paranoid 
disposition, but his body had tricked him into creating a physiological dependence on taking a 
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detour to oxygenating his blood. For the first time in his adulthood, he had begun to breathe. He 
had wasted his life and he had found a way to feel relieved by the fact. Maybe this was how 
everyone on the planet who opted not to kill themselves had done it. It was how he had managed 
to close off himself and silence his heart's manic braying and eventually be named employee of 
the month at his job at an import warehouse. Sometimes, when couched particularly deeply in 
the snug-fitting brain fog it provided him, the feeling of relief began to better resemble one of 
being closed off to all reach—dangling way at the end of the rope with no knots left to grab for. 
The gory refuse of the many skins he'd shed in life had been heaped on the deck of this vessel. 
This ship of reptiles, this shoreline den of brigands, this brutal cacophony of capitalists burying 
one another for Jesus Christ was enough to make him feel the billion black jewels of drooling 
Mammon's arachnid gaze. He had to do what he could to kill the feeling of sinking terror, and so 
he and Vivian took turns blowing smoke into one another's mouths.
The DJ played the staples of affluent weddings like the Loco-Motion and Electric Slide 
which encouraged grandparents to feel included. Fig and Vivian listened for a while, when, they 
sagaciously exchanged a confirming glance, they knew they were sufficiently zonked to return to 
their table. It was empty, a surprise Fig observed as miraculous. He and Vivian sat watching the 
gentrification of the dance floor, holding hands, wizened into a comfortable silence.
That was until Fig's father crashed into a chair across from them. “Fig!” his father said. 
“Miss Vivian!”
“Hi, Freddie,” said Vivian. “Your son's no fun.”
Freddie loved beautiful women, and in that way he had always exuded a sticky fatherly 
affection toward Fig's female friends, and only Vivian had ever seemed a good sport about it. 
Seemed, which is all men like Freddie needed. “Well, Fig, this will not do. This cannot stand.
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Rather, you must stand. They got the music started so you can dance like a young person, instead 
of sulking like a dying man.”
Fig hadn't nerve enough to turn a bitter stare onto his father. He stared straight ahead. As 
Fig had grown older the more Freddie's affability seemed more like a mirage of a mind— 
animated with good intentions, his father best resembled a plastic shopping bag full of tiny 
fortune cookie papers blowing in the wind. But worse, when he talked to his father, Fig was 
confronted with those vestigial organs cultivated in his primitive origins—as though they sat 
hunched by a fire beneath a shale cliff sharing vengeful and antediluvian axioms long forgotten 
by the modernity that had grown beyond their private wilds, a sameness of suffering. Manhood 
had taken separate courses between the two of them, and somehow, despite Freddie unofficially 
separated from his wife recently and burying their first son in the distant past, it appeared to Fig 
that his father had always stayed the same as he must have been at age 18, plus or minus a few 
newfangled reactionary sentiments as the country's economic system changed and pundits 
pedaled conversation templates to him. He loved his father. But it hurt him in a pathetic way to 
do so—similar to Vivian's history, Freddie was a high school thespian who had lapsed and 
avoided the stage for the whole of his adult life, working myriad jobs with little to show for it 
apart from an unflagging loyalty to the more dogmatic sects of the Catholic church. The logician 
and his caveman father.
“I'm sorry,” Freddie said, “I shouldn't say stuff like that. I've had a little to drink—” 
Quiet thoughts floated through Vivian as she held Fig's hand on the tabletop. To Fig it felt like a 
hold one puts on a child to keep them from suddenly bolting off in the mall—there was no way 
off this boat. There was absolutely nothing anybody could do—
“Have you talked to Ellie yet?” Freddie asked.
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“No. Don't think I should.”
“You were invited. I don't smell any bad blood.”
“I remember better than they do then,” Fig said. “Only I'm aware I never should have 
come here.”
His father's face mimed a crestfallen frown. “That's too bad,” he said. “They seem really 
proud of you.”
This subtly wounded Fig, and he couldn't precisely pinpoint what delivered the blow. 
“She married a banker,” Fig said like one in naked mourning. “A bald fucking banker. Eleanor 
Robinson,” he said. Vivian squeezed his hand again. Fig fidgeted with the sleeve.
“‘Eleanor Anna Whitman' has a nice sound, don't you think?”
Fig paid attention to people's names. “Sure,” he said, “sounds like a colonial poem. The 
tragedy of another 15-year-old debutante, dead of dengue fever in Bangladesh.”
Freddie had a sharp expression that meant he was waiting to understand what he was 
hearing.
“Sounds like if you compressed all the Beatles' lyrics into seven syllables,” Fig said.
“Ha!” his father said, and Vivian was smiling in her distant way. “Comes with 
knighthood. And a species of carnivorous plant named after you,” Freddie said.
“Her majesty's Royal Society couldn't have come up with something half so beautiful for 
a lizard,” Fig said. “And thanks to everybody who gives themselves the responsibility of naming 
everybody.” Spittle collected on the sharper sounds that hissed through his teeth. “Especially all 
the kids who called me Fag Newton all the way through school, and still do if they ever see me 
again.”
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“The species lacks a certain imagination,” Freddie said. “That's partly why everyone has 
a name from the Bible and goes to the movies.” Freddie leaned in and winked, saying, “And why 
people marry bankers. Come say hello to the parents.”
Fig's lax demeanor was mistaken for consent for the idea, and when Freddie realized this 
he looked to Vivian and said, “You're coming too.”
“Of course, darling,” she sarcastically purred. Ellie's parents stood at the corner of the 
stage chatting with an anonymous financial advisor or savings and loan officer.
As Freddie, Fig, and Vivian slinked up, Fig saw an unmistakable pall well up in the faces 
of Ellie's parents—an oozing, solidifying effect like formaldehyde filling their corpses. David 
and Anna (with a voluptuously rounded A sound) broadcast an identical facial expression of 
spurious good faith. “There's Fig!” shouted Ellie's father, extending his hand for a coat of Fig's 
hand sweat.
Fig swiped the hand on his pants pocket. He applied a sensible and rigid grip on Dave's 
hand. “How nice to see you again,” Fig said, reading back everything that he seemed able to say 
with a searching horror. Dave and Ah-nna. He felt he ought to drink a little seawater and puke 
himself dry.
“Freddie says you've been getting along great, Fig, how are ya,” Dave said, moving his 
hand up to squeeze Fig's upper arm in the manner of a TV detective showing a person of interest 
a seat across from them.
“Beautiful wedding,” Fig said. “Just beautiful.”
“Thank you, Fig, thank you,” David said. “Wow, so glad you could make it.”
“Couldn't miss it,” Freddie said, in the conspicuous silence Fig seemed to materialize as 
a spontaneous pocket of nothing in the abundant something all around, drawing, for a moment, 
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the animalistic ire of a hungry many-bodied demon prowling the yacht. His sleeves forgotten, 
Fig was now terrified of the circumference of his pupils, a natural number derived from pi 
multiplied with the diameter of the terror you feel. Thoughts racing, indifferent to circumstances. 
Faster and faster, the background radiation of the big bang, the TV static hissing in the practical 
surroundings—
Ellie's mother, for her part, had remained utterly mum, but persevered to present herself 
well. Her silence was like something that was going to strike Fig dead any second. In her long 
kindly stare he could sense the teeth of his shipmates were upon him, and in any second he 
would be screaming, slipping in his own blood in the gloom of the creaking, leaky bough.
“Well Davey,” Freddie said, “I don't wanna say you've gone a little overboard, but I 
could.” This appalling sentence had been spoken aloud, and Fig held his hands behind his back, 
smiling hollow.
Fig watched Davey's teeth as they flapped open. “Come on, Freddie, anything for our 
girl,” he said. There was a second row of teeth behind David's front incisors. How could he have 
missed them up to now? He spotted Anna's jaw subtly roll sideways as her eyes flicked away 
from Fig.
What appeared to be a tiny man tore in between them and sauntered up to Fig, swinging 
his skull at Fig's groin, but the blow glanced harmlessly off the flesh of Fig's inner thigh. 
“Whoa, Harper!” David shouted to the ringbearer, the horrible smart-dressed goblin hurtling 
through their number like a belch of ball lightning. An apologetic parent, the brother of the 
groom, hurried after the kid, who was tearfully ripping through gathered drinkers, headed for the 
water. “Sorry about that Fig, he's on a tear, looks like.”
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“He'll die a warrior's death in the infinite fuel wars,” Fig said, pinching the skin on his 
Adam's apple.
The teeth in David's mouth flinched together as he laughed through the triangular slats 
between their serrated edges. “And who do we have here?”
Fig stared forward. “Vivian,” Vivian said.
“Well,” said David, lighting his eyes crazily onto Fig's waifish expression. “Thank you 
both for coming. Couldn't be happier to see you again, Fig.”
“Thank you. Thanks for having me.” Fig couldn't get any more out than that. He looked 
at Vivian and his father at him. He and Vivian skulked away to their table. Fig could see Vivian 
trying to not notice the way Fig's hands drummed the table as the room kept whirling. Did she 
dislike the length of his sleeves as much as he?
The DJ announced that a band was going to take the stage. Conspicuously, the DJ did not 
name them, instead simply assured the procession that they should “get back up and give it up 
for some slick, sinful sounds,” which got Fig on the line. The band came out of the darkness to 
the right of the elevated wooden platform upon which the DJ's sound equipment sat, and, 
astonishingly, the DJ whipped a bright Edgar Winter-colored wig over his buzzcut and sat 
behind a drumkit. The band was a fabulous menagerie of tropical color and glam-rock glitter— 
and they strutted onto the little stage like birds of prey. There was a vocalist clearly painted to 
evoke Marc Bolan, a guitarist who looked like a cunning juxtaposition of Iggy Pop's raw 
unwashed sex-fury and Mick Ronson's poetic and competent sensuality as the Spider from Mars. 
Maybe best of all, the best Fig could do to explain the bassist's getup was that he was dressed as 
Dr. Beverly Crusher from the starship Enterprise, in a blue pastel sport coat and voluminous, 
luminescent burnt-red wig. Fig felt a certain moral obligation to stare at whatever this was. It 
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couldn't be true—this wedding had booked a glam act? Fig had introduced Ellie to various 70s 
and 80s glam and arena rock acts and she had always thought it was garbage. He had theorized it 
was too gay to mesh with the squeamish palate of her center-left politics. Whatever was going 
on, while the band performed a soundcheck, an amp beside the vocalist made a sound of 
exploding, and the reception recoiled in horror.
The band reacted to this in a manner befitting people who had modelled themselves on 
impressions they had gathered of English stage performers from the early 1970's: this was 
among the least of the complications they had expected, and they looked at their connections 
sprawling across the stage in studious silence. A thin haze rolled out of the amp. Some minute 
defect in it had probably been burned up by the yacht's antiquated electrical infrastructure.
Without much of an idea of how he had gotten over there, Fig was standing over the amp 
staring down at it alongside the band. No one spoke a word until the smoke had cleared a bit. 
“Well, that's a start,” Fig muttered and the band members appraised him puzzlingly. The Edgar 
Wintered DJ, who appeared to have accepted de-facto roadie duties, gestured for help with the 
amp, and Fig automatically picked up the other end. They schlepped it through the white tables 
to the back of the ship to be prepped for disembarkation at the end of the reception.
“Hey, thanks buddy,” the guy said to him.
“Least I could do,” Fig said. “I was really looking forward to the show. You guys have a 
good look. Very Spiders from Mars thing going on.”
“Oh, damn! No worries. We'll get it figured out here shortly. You like this old shit, huh?”
“Love it actually. If not for me the bride wouldn't know anything about it.”
“Huh. Really? Wow, bud.”
“You absolutely owe me a good show.”
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“Shit. All right. You got it, uh,” he extended his hand to him.
“Fig.” They shook hands.
“Fig. All right. Fig, cool. You got it, Fig. I'll pass that on to the guys—we're not gonna 
let you down. Got it?”
“My hopes are high. I'm also completely stoned and I feel like I want to die. That's 
where I'm at.”
“Don't give up, Mr. Fig!” the DJ said. He disappeared into the light behind. Vivian 
rotated out of it and joined Fig in the starlit gloom. They stood silently together while the engines 
rumbled and water hissed under the yacht.
Vivian joined him after a time, leaning over the banister, trying to assess his disposition. 
“You're really brave, you know,” Vivian said.
“I'm a fucking idiot,” Fig said. “Only the most intellectually bankrupt, emotionally 
corrupted stooge I've ever heard about. What am I doing here? Whoever would have thought of 
having a reception you can't leave early without walking the fucking plank. What is this! How 
did it come to this!”
“What did you expect? It's Ellie's wedding.”
“I,” Fig lamented, “I thought it was all over.”
“Nothing is ever over. Either you kill it and eat it or it does the same to you. Either way 
one become part of the other. Then something comes along and eats you or it and everyone's 
lives keep getting better.”
“Careful,” Fig said. “Flirting with utilitarianism.”
“I just have to speak the language of derelicts with you sometimes. You want hunt. You 
want kill. You get it.”
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“Ice queen.”
“Stay here,” she said. “Catch your breath. I'll come get you when I can tell you're feeling 
better. Better yet, come find me.”
“Okay, mama,” Fig said.
“Little bitch,” Vivian said, punching a kiss to his cheekbone.
Fig couldn't find inside him a thing she'd ever identify as a response to what she said, 
and he remained silent.
Only Fig appeared to remember. He alone remembered what had led up to all of this, and 
not a trace of decorum was evident in anybody else who had survived his past. Fig's existence 
was inherently antagonistic toward him—if you tuned into it you could catch the deep 
resentment the world felt toward him. Fig's older brother that he never met was there. His 
ghostly younger self hovered near the bride, love-sickened well into its natural stage of years- 
long unimpeachable moral depravity, finding no trace of the young woman he had known in 
these white embroidered folds and ratcheting up the insanity as the seconds melted down his 
spine. Another spectre, more violent than all the others—the most recent casualty in Fig's 
emotional life, another ex-girlfriend, with whom he had lived for five years, her body diseased 
and her lungs retching saltwater brought up from the swim onto the varnished deck, and Fig's 
hands were shaking—he was not on top of this—it was all too much, he was going to panic. He 
looked at the missionary cannibals with whom he was crammed onto the swinging yacht—vastly 
outnumbered, with only he and Vivian who stood apart in their number, and she was his ally 
only to an extent he knew he could never truly deduce.
So he clung to Vivian. He had done this before in his life, throughout the great sickness 
that had edified his life past the point he and the bride had broken up. It never did any good to
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make it seem someone was all he had, but he had done it to Vivian time and again, and through a 
dreary process of acceptance and continued failure of romantic relationships, they had remained 
close to one another despite it. He was ashamed it had come to that again. Bedazzled by 
flashlight beams crisscrossing the fog of mental aphasia, he felt the feet of his thinking sink a bit 
in the moss of an old familiar place, and one of the beams fell onto him and held the hot lens to 
his forehead and he stared into it, terrified and obliging—he wanted, truly, to be dead as soon as 
mechanically possible. Fig stole away from the light and sheathed himself in the dark of the 
stern, certain no one had followed him, hoping no one had seen him get away.
It was a sensational venue to die in. He'd be the talk of the town for a night or two. If he 
couldn't sink the boat and kill everyone, he had to do the next best thing: get himself off the boat 
and take the entire world away, to sink the whole picture show. The roiling water behind the 
boat. A black spiral in the black night. The foam scribbling in the black and unfurling into 
nothing. Fig had taken in his hand a section of rubber cord that led to the exploded amp by the 
railing.
If you ever get into numbers and instead of going into pure mathematics or the sciences 
and instead make the mistake of looking at sociological data sets, you may begin to see the world 
differently than just about everyone else. That, of course, assumes that you maintain a genuine 
relationship with the meaning of raw data. A basic tenant of the American worldview, and by 
extension, life, is, in Fig's experience as an uprooted native of Indiana, that everyone who is 
born, worldwide, has an equal shot at success and the determinant factor is work ethic and so on 
and so forth. It was a lie concocted by the same ghouls who had spearheaded the body of ethics 
that produced the Jim Crow south, which had its roots in Classicism, so it always seemed like a 
good idea to just about everyone, untenable as the marble foundation of the West, on which sat 
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the apple pies and red wheel barrows on which so much depended. Slavery continued to the 
modern day in the form of the private prison industry. Police officers had free reign to execute 
whoever they wanted, and who they wanted was not in any way hard to spot. The country had 
decided, at the slaughter of so many children sitting at school by the same type of assault rifle, 
that it was an acceptable facet of having the freedom to defend yourself against the country that 
had passed the laws that allowed you to keep that gun in the first place, to say nothing of the 
senseless slaughter that every sitting administration in the country's history had committed 
abroad for the sake of assuring the populace that it was free while turning a heady profit. A great 
evil had prevailed on their planet and no scourge had been able to impede it, compete with it, or 
even bother to dream of burning it away. The world was soon to die, whether or not Fig made the 
jump or not, and the pressure to be an obedient consumer and acolyte to the dogma of capitalism 
was stronger than ever. Yes, Fig agreed, the young were a bunch of entitled brats. And the most 
stunning thing about that was that the decrepit generations still skulking around had convinced 
these young people that hoping for a forty hour work week, the ability to pay off student loans, 
or the assurance that they might not be ripped apart by an assault weapon by the age of 18 were 
forms of entitlement. When you weighed all these things in your head and looked at the tide of 
white faces on this yacht, something was ever at risk of breaking inside you. The fact that people 
were happy on this boat, sailing in the wailing agony of night that stretched as far as the reaches 
of the known universe, was something that to Fig the word “unconscionable” didn't come close 
to touching. Hell was not only real but actual, unmistakable if you just appraised the fucking 
numbers nobody on staff at The Economist seemed to know anything about, and a system of 
power had successfully made itself its wardens. The solitude of living and the pain of dying were 
in part in their hands, and they relished it while denying any complicity with the nameless, 
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indifferent, soaring terror that reigned over corporeal existence. Were they to blame? It was Fig's 
opinion that they were, but he understood it this way as well—no matter what anyone did to try 
to stop it would be done for selfish reasons, and when someone rejected the ideological order of 
this decaying global empire they were accused of laziness and cynicism. There was no way 
around it, really. No matter what you did in a reality reconfigured by collective human 
preferences, you were just marooned in a luxurious innertube in your pool, waiting to die, no 
matter if you actively worked to keep brown people under your boot or just ignored that they 
were under there, or if you ever had it occur to you that your inner tube and your expensive pool 
represented a kind of evil that just should not be and for which no real excuses could be made 
when you really looked at the numbers that stood for children dying of disease and hunger 
stitching together rubber knickknacks not so far away from where you lay baking in the sun.
For his part in the struggle, the most stressful thing to have happened in the past calendar 
year was when his downstairs neighbor knocked on his door to interview him about whether he 
had been smoking weed. Fig did not respond well to the measure of hostility in his neighbor's 
voice and it had seemingly rendered him permanently paranoid whenever he smoked, which had 
probably been the point. It was between that and the breakup with his longtime domestic partner, 
which was not something he had begun to understand in any functional way. Fig had battled 
depression since he was twelve, but had never found any therapist who had prescribed him any 
medication. He had become obsessed with learning more about emancipatory social science, but 
so far he hadn't been brave enough to begin volunteering at food pantries or homeless shelters. 
Vivian, by contrast, had been living in North Carolina and maintained significantly less palatable 
policy on the political side, and if he breathed a word of this to her she would lord over him that 
he ultimately did nothing for anyone while she worked at the men's shelter five hours a week. It 
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was hard to prescribe any invasive surgeries on her centrism when she had that on him. A 
willingness to bow every few years to the white reactionary party and support the Democratic 
potted plant nominee to sit in the middle of the aisle as everyone stared into the locus of the 
apocalypse making as much money as they could, and there were reportedly no better ideas.
Fig had pretty much always been the same type of mind, since childhood, and back then 
always carried himself like he knew he was acting like an adult. This comes with complications 
when you reach the numerically confirmed version of adulthood. You tend to have no language 
for clearly or constructively communicating emotion—and certainly not when you come to 
understand American adulthood as a state of unbridled childishness. Everyone believing in 
silver-bearded man-in-the-sky Yahweh out of fear of seeming like they don't support the troops 
enough. Fig had been turned onto Zen meditation because a white guy named Alan Watts had 
made the idea palpable to him as it had for many of the more curious citizens of the western 
worlds. Sure, Fig subscribed to the idea that there was no self and to be an individual means to 
be witness to the actual universe culminating in the actions you see happening before you and the 
ones you presently perform—and as far as he could see the trash heap it had managed to make on 
this planet was almost complete and humanity had started calling its role in the cosmic ballet of 
hide-and-seek as having been cut short, and the game on the verge of coming to an end, 
everything having to remain exactly as it was so they could all speed their way into heaven to 
finally experience togetherness and happiness. Fig had had his fill of it. Paradoxically, this meant 
that he was as conceited, fatalist, and cynical as each of his peers had been doped to be by every 
Superbowl Chevrolet ad raspily praising that lunatic American god for having the foresight to 
create the farmers whose steers had nearly farted the apocalypse into fruition. To give up on 
holding out for a better outcome was to do exactly as they do. This simultaneity, and that it was 
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independently produced by what he thought of as his enhanced and more self-conscious 
ideology, depressed him further, and Fig hung limply to the railing at the back end of the yacht.
The subtle ebb and dip of the boat as it crawled over the languid waves. Whenever he 
spoke to anyone in way that he felt was honest, Fig saw a deep dismay come over them. You 
could never truly know anyone. The only person you could ever speak to was a performance the 
person began to refine in childhood to reap the most approval they could from others, or to at 
least satisfy some mysterious purpose, and in either case they just never knew what to tell you. 
Fig had lost his mind. He held the power cord of the amp in his hand, and he had looped it round 
and round and round a longer swoop of it. The design of a noose was a type of machination made 
possible by a basic knowledge of mathematical concepts that become what is effectually 
nonsense when you put them on paper and show them to somebody walking down the street. The 
outcome was straightforward nonetheless.
Something clopped nearby. He was stunned to realize his face was covered in tears when 
he perceived something material, something having sneaked up to him in the dark. The small and 
terrible ringbearer, Harper Whitman-Briggs.
Fig breached from the muted agony into a stunned silence, and he managed to wipe some 
of the moisture off his face. The kid continued to play on the railing, twirling round and round, 
swinging his feet toward the water, checking occasionally to see if Fig was still watching.
After a while Harper said, “Do you think there are sea monsters in there?”
Fig played the question back to be sure he had heard it—seized up the material of time's 
movement and pulled it back a few paces and let it resume. “People have seen one,” Fig 
confirmed. “I guess if we were to dive to the bottom of the bay we'd have a better chance of 
finding out for sure.”
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“That would be very dangerous,” said Harper. “I think we should try to get it to come 
out.”
“How would we do that?” Fig asked.
“Put out a big pile of fish.”
“It works in the movies, doesn't it,” Fig said. “Or maybe you and I could design a 
rebreathing apparatus like in that James Bond movie. The U.S. government thought the movie 
prop was real, you know, and they showed up on the set to seize it. This is true. Imagine what 
they'd do if we actually made it.”
“You're really smart,” the kid said. “Do you have a job?”
“I work in a warehouse. But I'm also a mathematician who moonlights as a logician.”
“So you do magic tricks and stuff.”
“Yes.”
“You should do a trick.”
“Hum,” Fig said. “All right. I can make all of this disappear.”
“You mean the boat?”
“Not just the boat. All of it. Me. You. Everyone here, the boat and the water it's floating 
on and the planet whose turning makes the water slosh. All I have to do is dive to the bottom of 
the bay and never come back up.”
“How will that make me disappear?” said Harper. He twisted on the railing with 
increasingly dramatic swoops.
“You aren't real. Not real in the way that we think of things that we call ‘real.' You are 
an arbitrary smear of molecules that has the profound misfortune of having a delusion that 
contains a ‘self,' which leads to you cultivating a purely metaphorical understanding of 
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everything it encounters, and from there constructs a totally abstract ‘actuality' around itself out 
of sheer ignorance and a paradoxically inefficient ability to think up the proper abstractions 
needed to deduce what is real from what is not. This apparatus of human perception extended 
over time is the means by which the universe examines itself, and thus it is the true human 
organism. Time etches us into the substrate of what we only know to call reality, exactly the way 
that a heated blade cuts a blackened mark on an engraver's block. That is our perception of it— 
things change, fall apart, and continually move forward. So, if I am that apparatus by which the 
universe examines itself, if you remove me, that specific vantage point is lost, and my unique 
knowledge of it is gone forever, meaning that specific world I create with what intellectual 
agency I have dies with me. That specific reality is gone. The Hindus are close to perfectly 
describing it—though it's skewed at a conceptual level by every world religion to some extent— 
they call the apparatus of knowledge-gathering Sophia, which means wisdom, and Maya, which 
is the both the whole of the material world and the circumstances that subtly influence the 
accrual of information within it.
“You see, you are both of these things, as they are one in the same. Yes, my set of 
experience and knowledge exists, but to you it doesn't and cannot truly be real, as it cannot be 
proved that I actually am here beside you. This is why none of us can truly understand each 
other, and why we have fallen, both willfully and by accident, into mutual mistrust between all 
the living. We are locked in our imagined worlds, continually manufacturing the real as we 
dream it to be, speeding through our private reality tubes, the moving pieces of a vast device 
similar to a computer, or, I guess, a puppet show.”
“Yeah,” said Harper.
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“Right? Fuck this.” Fig said. “It's supposed to inspire you but what we have is what you 
see all around you any way. People who are close to getting it but decide not to worry too much 
about it, and end up spreading suffering as far as they can. You and your family,” Fig muttered 
bitterly, “have interpreted Charles Darwin saying that your wealth and ability to continually 
hoard money stem from a superior earning power—and then a superior morality—it's built into 
your genes to successfully place your boot on the throats of as many people as it takes to keep 
the empire financed, within the confines of the law where necessary. We gotta put a stop to it 
somehow. And maybe that's all they want in the end. That's the intent of the dare they make by 
slaughtering us one by one in view of our children. Like the murders on TV, maybe the flagrant 
disregard for human life and environmental preservation is the calling card of people who wish 
to self-destruct, maybe these serial murderers really do want to be stopped in some way like they 
always say they do on Law and Order.”
“You should write all this down,” the kid said, with a sage tone that both worried Fig and 
catapulted him back in time to the days that he was the same size as Harper. He would say things 
like that to adults who annoyed him. Ones he identified as easily stupider than he by some 
margin. He'd say it just like that—you're doing a really good job or yeah that's a really good 
idea or something similar. The tone of it usually unmistakable to people who had faced cruel and 
unusual forms of resistance in their lives would catch it, but many couldn't catch it. At a young 
age he had identified an imbalance of these personalities in the world and he couldn't determine 
the extent to which his perception was a type of selection bias until, as a teenager, he began 
reading about big data and the statistical analyses that map human society from the industrial 
revolution on. He had begun to theorize this was a clue to the nature of existence as a vast game 
of forces overcoming one another for literally no purpose. Yet widespread “belief” in other 
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minds appeared to do nothing to stop humans from thinking of others as unreal and unworthy, 
usually on some quaky assumption of moral inequalities between races or echelons of class, and 
thus life was not as it could be, and almost nobody appeared to give a damn about how blaringly 
obvious it was that humans had evolved to engineer unprecedently effective systems of 
improving quality of life and had opted, unanimously, to stop short of doing so. The kid was 
right. Fig needed to write all this down before he died, because why not? There are no mistakes 
in a world that means nothing, and people had mistaken that for the golden rule and perceived 
their lazy assumption of life being meaningless as double-engrained by the promise of a final 
reward in death. Only people who felt guilt believed they might go to hell, which was an effort 
by western churches to convince minds to toy with the idea of not being evil. It had backfired 
horribly if you consider how wide the ideology had to bloat to encompass the belief systems it 
ingested as it spread itself, cancerously, over the globe on the backs of slave laborers. This was 
explained with the plot device of original sin. What did Jesus do? He saved us. He 
saved...everyone. Fig could imagine for himself an opportunity to try to kill it for good, and not 
by symbolically splashing water onto the head of a child. Fig could try to live to make the 
machine—gorged on the blood of the same children lying raped in the eaves of cathedrals—die. 
He had to overcome his desire to die before it did, for where had that impulse come, from within 
or from without? He had seen others do a great deal despite a handful of mental disorders, so he 
knew it could be done. This was a small chance, but he was curious to see if it could be made to 
happen.
“Are you the guy who was Ellie's boyfriend?” Harper asked.
“You're goddamn right I am, kid,” Fig said. “I was her first love. And she fucked up.
Christ Jesus, did she ever fuck up. I did too, at least as bad as she did. We were children.”
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“That's cool,” Harper said. He had settled down now and assumed a posture similar to 
Fig's on the railing, just a few feet shorter.
“I mean, we never had penetrative sex,” Fig offered, holding his palms out with measured 
placidity. “Catholicism draws the line there. But we did just about everything else. It made me 
really sad, Harper, that she never really trusted me over her dead and haloed relatives watching 
us dry hump. So we had to call it quits. But even that decision was one of the ones I regretted 
most as a young person. It hurt really bad for a long time. I guess it always will too. I had never 
experienced love before. It was like the most important thing to have ever happened, which is a 
dangerous thing to think.
“And now, look at me,” he said with a dry hack in his throat. “Business as usual. Just fled 
from another one—someone chronically ill. I don't have words to describe what that's like, or 
how that's being compartmentalized.” He took a long breath and kinked a section of black cord 
in his hands. “I really don't know what to say or even think about it. I keep expecting her 
mystery diagnosis to come back with ALS, Lou Gehrig's, but hasn't yet. Living with her for five 
years nurtured a certainty that I'd get a Hodgkin's diagnosis next week. I wouldn't wish that on 
anyone. And I still love her too, I just, I could never figure out what to do—or how to make her 
feel better, or anything.” His hand had migrated over his mouth. Against the tide of pain. He 
could barely hold it in.
Harper stared at Fig, unknowing, but convincingly empathetic. It frightened Fig to see a 
sociopath slip into hiding, so young and so fluent in it, there-and-gone like a crocodile into a 
pond. “Don't worry, man,” Harper said. “You gotta make something else better.”
“Salud,” Fig replied. To seal their choice, Fig kicked the blown-up amp off the back of 
the boat, awkwardly pushing its bulk with his foot through the gap between the rails. As high as 
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he was, he listened to the wet crack it made as it hit the water. It was now part of the music of 
existence, as fitting a death for it as could be imagined. A soldier off to a Valhalla of the world­
mind, back to womb of existence, a thing subsumed back into the One. He followed the back- 
and-forth action of the unravelling cord, flailing crazily into the water. He looked over at Harper 
leaning through the rail to watch the amp, locked in the drag of the water, suddenly slip under a 
lazy boil of the boat's wake. Fig saw, then, that the child's small shoe was absently situated 
inside the loop of the noose. Fig leapt forward while the cord snapped taut and the boy, without a 
sound, struck his head on the banister, and hung by his tiny hands for the space of an instant, and 
was ripped through the gunwale and into the water. Fig leapt backward from the sight and 
slammed onto a wall. He held still and stared at the water, unable to see though his eyes went on 
staring. That was called hysterical blindness. The brain had shut down on him. Though 
technically alive, someone experiencing hysterical blindness cannot perceive that they are. Fig, 
as we call the mound of flesh that he was, had blinked out of the continuum for a second.
First, he became aware of time. He could sense a gentle trajectory of instance—a moving 
feeling of now, that could be detected in subtle variations of sense and detail therein. Fig could 
finally feel the seizing, rising-falling action of his chest, hear the gasps coming and going, 
originating far inside the hollow parts of him. Whatever had happened, it was over now. It was 
past. He was coming back. How much farther from that spot had the boat crawled? How much 
time had passed? He couldn't remember if what he had seen had truly happened. There-then- 
gone. What, what? Help me, he screamed and heard nothing. Help, god damn it, someone help 
me. Someone help him.
Fig was on his feet, palms clutching the rough white-painted iron of the wall he leaned 
on. One thing after another. Time slithered on. He did all he could to keep pulling air inside him, 
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eyes bolt-white and open. He looked around. No one had been nearby. Nobody had seen what he 
had seen. He crashed into the blinding butter-colored light and swept his body, with an 
instinctual false composure, through the squat pylons of white cloth, the whiteout of faces and 
the dizzying stir of roaring voices, impatient that the music had yet to start. Fig did not stand out. 
He could see Vivian holding the hands of Not-Robin in the distance. The bride laughed mostly 
obscured by large bodies in the corner near the stage. He heard his father guffaw and in the 
implied silence that followed Fig thought he could hear the universe howling silently to him, 
without inflection and without intelligible message, a non-sound like a dry hiss. He could not see 
Harper Whitman-Briggs anywhere. Something terrible must have happened but nobody had seen 
it. He slumped into a chair at what he believed to be his assigned table and both of his hands 
clenched the other to keep them from shaking. He stared at the white sleeves exposed from 
underneath his jacket. White hands took his. He recognized the dark freckle on the wrist-bone. 
Vivian. But he couldn't look up. She said something that clanged meaninglessly inside his 
head—his own name? Astonished, he tried again to see her face.
“Fig, come back,” she said. Her time at the men's shelter was showing. She was waiting 
for him to recognize her face and when he did she started to talk again.
Help me, Fig thought he was saying. Somebody help me. His eyes were too large and 
people were going to know. They were going to start coming for him any second now and his 
skin was going to burst from his bright red flesh.
“I'm here. You're okay.”
He couldn't yet tell that though he had stilled the trembling in his hands it had been 
conducted through his wrists and arms into the rest of his body. A chilly splinter had bolted into 
his brain and the surrounding molten flesh was melting it down as if to envelop and digest it—it 
39
was the feeling of his thoughts returning to him; he could hear his own voice in his head again, 
and could turn it into speech. “I'm not okay. I'm not okay, Vivian.”
“I know, Fig. You're doing okay though.”
“No,” he said, “No, no no no nonononono.”
“Listen to me,” she said, leaning in close to him, in a manner any eavesdropper could 
have mistaken for a moment of public indulgence—a subtle come-on in plain sight. “We're 
going to get out of here as soon as we hit the pier. If we start to sink, you and I are taking the 
lifeboat and leaving everybody else.”
Fig's breathing was quieting, which meant she was winning. He became dimly aware that 
he was sitting on the floor again, and his father and Vivian and, apparently, the Robin-esque 
character, were squatted in front of him.
“Fig,” his father said to him. “What's going on? Are you all right?”
“It's just an episode. Everything's fine,” Vivian answered.
“Math,” Fig muttered incoherently. “We're just doing math, a little parlor trick of 
subtraction, pulling down on the rope, dropping the pellet into our mouths—”
Not-Robin swung a brown cocktail into Fig's hand, which had reached out with the 
automatic motion of an electrified frog cadaver. He almost had the glass up to his mouth before 
Vivian smoothly snatched it away and tossed it somewhere.
“All right,” Fig said, whistling the air into his nostrils. “All right.” He held his eyes 
closed and let the gentle motion of the boat relax him. He was on the verge of puking, but that 
meant he was able to respond to his own bodily stimuli, meaning he was on the up and up. “Just 
a little bit of a weak moment,” he said, but a hunted-ness remained in his face, a powerful 
desperation to hide. “I got a little cut up. Really bad shit can happen to you as a mathematician 
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who begins to doubt the viability of math as a reliable language for describing reality. You open 
yourself the lashes of infinity. That's what I meant. I'm not supposed to be living this way,” he 
said, his throat almost totally closed. “None of us should be living like this and I never should 
have come here.”
“Keep praying to St. Jude,” his father said, as if his toddler son had posed him another 
original riddle, interpreted in the way of a distracted parent—assuming the child wanted 
something from him, be it solace or a solution to a stomach ache.
Tears, unbelievable and volcanic tears, welled up, compacted into a tremendous pocket of 
pressure, and instantaneously exploded from Fig's eyes. “How could you say something like that 
to me,” Fig said. His hands came up and began shaking in the open space in front of him and his 
father saw them and leaned in to grab them, as if a small fire had unfurled in that spot and it had 
either frightened or badly embarrassed him.
“Honey,” Freddie said. “Fig. Hey, come on.” He had batted away the green cartoon 
bubbles the booze had made swirl about his head. John Frederick Newton, a buckeye by birth 
and a Catholic all his life, had never in the time since Fig's birth shown any ability to speak 
candidly of his interior life with anyone barring whatever god it was that had handed down the 
rules of living a life of obedience to the magical man in the sky with the silver beard.
“I don't know why I, over and over again, hold it against you that you can't talk to me,” 
Fig said. “I can't explain to you what's wrong, I can't try to tell you the truth—you're just 
rendered dead by the Christ's infinite forgiveness. I don't know how to explain to you that you 
yourself are god, and all this inconsequential minutiae is him too, and so the surest way to lose 
your soul is to try to save it. You could just be it. To die is to attempt to prevent death—”
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The guitars on the nearby stage squealed to life, a violent and mechanical kind of life. A 
swaying mass of bodies on the dance floor. The fast-forward motion of the universe catching up 
to the time it had lost inside Fig's head. The floorboards croaking, the vessel swaying. It was a 
cover of Killing Moon, caramelized by a sugary uptick in tempo. The sound of the music was 
doing archaic medicinal work on Fig—the notes were strokes of a blade shaving dead flesh off 
him and pruning him down to his virile center, leeches sluicing off the brain-puss. The fuzzy 
sound of the guitar had a muffled quality, primal, partially inchoate—sounds from the outside of 
an amniotic nest. The sound of something you wanted to touch.
Fig's father Freddie was asking Vivian, in the vaudeville play lit with soft orange light 
strutting round and round them all, if Fig had taken anything. Vivian again urged him to 
understand that this was an unremarkable anxiety attack, which Fig himself, if he felt that he 
could speak, may have described as a bump on a log in a forest of timber downed in an 
uncategorizable hurricane, a physical force that appeared not of the world to which he could 
speak neither of nor to. Vivian told Freddie she thought he'd be okay, and that they didn't need 
medical intervention, at least, not yet.
His eyes strayed toward Not-Robin. He was holding his hand on the small of Vivian's 
back and, it suddenly struck Fig, feigning a perfect performance of pity and compassion for Fig 
for the express purpose of impressing Vivian. Fig grabbed him by the collar and pulled him 
closer. “Who are you?”
He flinched at the question. “You remember me, Fig,” Not-Robin belched. “You always 
remember when I come around.”
“I don't—” Fig said, the sweat thick on his forehead, stray eyes staring unfocused.
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“Hey Fig, ease up,” Vivian said. “Fig, I'll be right back. Don't move, okay?” and she 
slipped off.
“Listen, Fig. Life is nihilism,” Robin said with her out of earshot.
“Life is nihilism?”
“Life is nihilism. I know you know it. I know you know the score. And I know what you 
did,” Fig saw a rope of saliva curtly slide out of the man's mouth, slipping by the open lips 
totally unabated, “I saw what you did,” he inflected. “You saw that your girlfriend wants my 
cock and you staged a nervous episode.” He was swaying drunk but enunciating. “I have nothing 
for that one. Well played.”
Fig, meanwhile having not been stricken dead by the whirligig brain spinning in front of 
his face but burning brightly in psychic hell, grabbed Not-Robin by the shirt collar and pulled 
him right up to his face, and while he watched the skin of the guy's face gather up in a knot of 
surprise, he couldn't hold it in any longer—he laughed. But he did more than that—it was a 
ripping, purifying belch of impious and frank and terrified laughter. It sounded like he was 
making a show of it, but it was coming naturally to him. At the very bottom, there's nothing but 
the empty air and it was seeping out of Fig now, phantasms and all the demons of Id erupting out 
of his wet flesh. He reapplied his grip on Not-Robin's collar, tightened it, watched the dizziness 
in the man's eyes—he might as well puke as speak. “You don't seem to understand,” said Fig. “I 
grow more powerful every day. You thought you'd foxed me. I'll have her wearing your skin if 
you don't run as fast as you can from me.”
“Okay, Fig, okay,” Not-Robin said with a slip of chittering teeth. Vivian returned and 
pressed a cold washcloth on Fig's forehead. Not-Robin slipped his shoulder into Fig's armpit and 
hoisted him up to his feet. Fig, squeezing out from himself the last of the morose chuckling, 
43
nonetheless accepted the help and watched his feet gain purchase on the sleek wooden deck. Not- 
Robin installed him at their original table, where Fig swirled his eyes around. Only Ed Wau 
remained. He had propped his feet up on an empty chair and had been watching the band and the 
dance floor. Now he appraised Fig but made no sort of facial expression whatsoever.
“The bassist,” Fig said with considerable slur that remained hidden by the word itself.
“Who is the bassist supposed to be?”
Ed Wau seemed to be puzzling together what Fig had asked.
“My best guess is the Star Trek doctor,” Fig said.
“Hmm,” Ed said. “Oh, Crusher, not Bones. Hm. That could be it, but I was looking at it
as weirder than that. Look—these are the approximate wardrobe changes of the two main 
characters in Night of the Comet.”
Fig, stared into the swirl of color on the stage. “What the f—”
“Yeah. I talked to them a bit. They say they're a band with no proper name. They
undergo metamorphoses that result in temporary names. Currently, they're called D-M-K.”
“The initials on the high score of the arcade game. Wow,” Fig said. “I wonder what it is 
that makes them so conceptually nomadic.”
“Good question,” Ed said. “I asked that. I could not understand what I was being told.”
“I never would have gotten there,” Fig observed, “but I know the movie and I'm 
shocked.”
“Huge shock. It's a really interesting movie. Extremely disturbing if you pay attention to 
it. Definitely an artifact of Reagan America.”
Fig, like he'd looked at a medusa, was shocked to a state nearing statuesque. “Say exactly 
what you mean.”
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“The thing that grabbed me was that it seems to be purposefully trying to describe the 
world as it is, not as what it could be, or a metaphorical polemic that apocalypse thrillers 
frequently misunderstand the concept of apocalypse to mean. Right away, when the comet passes 
over the partying masses on the west coast and everyone is incinerated, the world resumes the 
next morning—school bells ring, pool filters kick on, the radio station plays the hits of the day. 
Almost everyone is dead and those who aren't are either zombies or celebrate their good fortune 
with brutal violence anyway. This is how things work now, and the point is that is how they have 
always worked.”
“Dude,” Fig sang. “Finally someone who speaks the language. Where've you been all 
this time. When I saw it I thought of it as a really distressing class document. The main 
characters are really rich and they literally can't conceive how the Latino guy could be anything 
other than a poor criminal. And so he cozies up to them by saying ‘there goes the neighborhood,' 
dressing up as Santa Claus, and listening to country music. It was insane!”
“Absolutely,” Ed chimed. “It's a low-brow teen horror with a troubling amount going on 
under the hood. And the movie even makes the effort to show that the characters actually see it 
this way—when one of the main girls has a dream, she dreams of drinking and driving and being 
pulled over and assaulted by Nazi zombie motorcycle cops.”
“I like that idea that it shows human life as a state of constant apocalypse. Like, it took a 
split atom and a Cuban Missile Crisis to wake the world up to the reality of it, but as we see in 
the work of Francis Ford Coppola, Harlan Ellison, Chinua Achebe, and just about everybody 
else, in truth we have lived in the end times from the start, since we decided that willing will 
over the wills of our neighbors was an appropriate response to bad choices and bad blood.”
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“Right,” said Ed Wau. “It's a pastiche of B-movie tropes but it keeps pulling on the rugs 
on which each of those tropes stand, to whisk out from under the paranoid societal 
metastructures that have been swept beneath. If human progress is forever teetering at the edge 
of total annihilation, we can observe that any progress is in effect illusory—global capitalism is 
only a supercharged reissue of its medieval forebearer, mercantilism. What we are able to 
interpret as peace is a state of global hyperviolence.”
“Yes, yes!” Fig cried, slamming a fist on the table. “I remember in the movie that the 
girl's father is always talked about as being in South America with the Green Berets installing a 
dictator somewhere.”
Ed confirmed that was true. “You've also got these psycho stockboy Melvins who take 
up the corporate reins in the apocalyptic CEO vacuum and get mowed down by a survivalist 
think tank, which has in their group a scientist, Dr. White, who comes to the realization that 
survival becomes an inherently immoral proposition when the required actions are seen in the 
open.”
“Look, man. First, can I just say I'm relieved someone else in the world can watch an old 
exploitation flick and get heaped with an oppressive burden of shit to contemplate. Second, I 
think Night of the Comet sort of paints reactionary circle-jerk The Walking Dead in a more 
sentimental light. These people think the world works as a system of enclaves of incestual log 
cabins always in danger of being overwhelmed by a longhouse, having their coon skin caps 
stripped away and then their scalps. Where I'm from in southern Indiana, everyone out there still 
thinks they're Daniel-fucking-Boone if he had a rotting brain and couldn't remember if he's 
supposed to overthrow the government or defend it.” Fig licked his lips to pepper in a little more 
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of his on-brand philosophical flourish. “And it's their belief, itself, intrinsically, that makes their 
perceptions true. But Night of the Comet got there a lot sooner.”
“I can't speak to all that,” Ed admitted. “I have significant doubt The Walking Dead has 
ever done anything with clear purpose.”
“Oh, don't get me wrong,” Fig said. “I stopped watching early but I know for sure it was 
bumbling through the infernal poisoned-brain ideology that entraps our populace equally 
fecklessly as you'd expect the art it creates to do—I suggest it is symptomatic, not causal. Maybe 
Night of the Comet is a nearly identically idiotic intellectual property, but when you put it next to 
that Disney-Sony brand of ‘everything is fine and will continue to be fine' cynicism we guzzle 
day in and day out in our present, it starts to look prophetic. The only way out is to imagine a 
better world, not a system of apologetics for the status quo.”
“It's all right there in the clothing montage,” Ed said. “At the burned-up end of the world, 
they throw themselves a fashion show at the outlet mall to refurbish their look, with no risk of 
anyone seeing that you maxed out one of your warmonger father's credit cards. They set down 
their Mac-10s to try on shoes. That is the point of the whole thing. All that remains, and all that 
had ever been, is the veneer of stability and a continuity of civilized achievement as long as 
personal satisfaction can be continually simulated by the people with the cashflow to put on the 
show. To this day we have Fox News pundits screaming about young women taking selfies, but 
they don't have any stake in pointing out they are part of a hierarchical dogma that trains people 
in the 20,000 year long end of the world to gaze inward and see nothing. What's more, they're 
finding they can just make something up and their mainstream base will run with it. That's how 
they keep the money going around and around. The cosmic nightmare of continued existence.”
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“The spice must flow,” Fig said. “They're like Victorian children celebrating 
Christmas—which back then you celebrated by heading out into the street and beating an elderly 
woman senseless and taking all her money. If these people don't like the idea of a marginal tax 
rate, god damn they are going to hate the guillotines.”
“Robber barons, and the most just people on the entire planet if they say so when they 
inherit the responsibility of lawmaking. They believe their oeuvre is counter-cultural, but it 
actually substantiates the hegemony that created them in the first place. So they procreate and 
continue the world, exactly as it was. They are the mold of civilization, and their insistence on 
waiting to cross the street with the crosswalk light after the world ‘ended' is proof that they 
intend to continue the war on drugs in a few generations.”
“Speaking of, what did you think of the splatter-horror movie from 1989, Society?”
“Oh, baby,” Ed laughed. “You mean the class documentary substantiated with 
sensationally grisly practical effects. You mean where we're currently sitting?”
“Well met, Edward,” Fig said, extending his hand cordially. They shook on it. The 
dancefloor seemed to have hit a tub of ballistic jelly and swam to a halt with the quiet firecracker 
fill on the snare drum, which all of a sudden beat out to a new time signature that culminated in a 
guitar riff that Fig instantly recognized: a seminal post-glam ripper “Animal Nitrate” by Suede, 
who had been forced in the trans-Atlantic market to call themselves The London Suede. It was 
one of his very favorite songs. “Holy shit,” Fig said, a weak chuckle releasing pressure through 
the words. He got up to dance and tugged at Vivian to come along. “Hither, woman,” he snarled. 
“Give your body to the god of alternative art.” The singer sang it well, effortlessly leaping up a 
lofty arpeggiated burn of its roaring glam, so righteously aflame Fig could feel the heat of the 
singer's voice whizzing as iron sparks past his face. What does it take to turn you on, Fig 
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mouthed along with the singer, writhing in bright leathers behind the microphone. Now you know 
what turns on, now your animal's gone! Animal! Animal!
Fig couldn't see that the dancers had parted for him and Vivian, so focused as he was on 
her smile as she kept pace with his blur of swinging shoulders, sliding feet, fingers discoing 
indiscriminately. He couldn't see the parents of the ringbearer or his own father, or the parents of 
the bride or the groom or anybody known to graduate from the reptile gardens at the Google 
campus. But he did see, in the corner of his eye, that Ellie was watching him now. That terrified 
him—the years after their breakup had significantly wounded Fig, and over the years he had 
mentally labored to understand what he could say to her if she ever acknowledged his existence 
again—what could he say? I'm sorry if I ever did anything to make you feel small, or unsafe. 
Stoned, drunk, and crossfaded by the fatigue of going on with life long after he had called it over 
and done with, Fig found the Herculean effort to face her appraisal. She was smiling in her eyes 
the way that she always had, not so much in the mouth, big brown eyes and brittle black lashes. 
Foundation piled on her skin, the fetching carmine lipstick. The forever-long white dress. The 
frank implacability of a Midwestern beauty queen encoded in her manner of moving the muscles 
in her face only when it employed the utmost tact. The same face she made on their canoe trip 
the Sunday, many years past, that she had taken Fig to mass a final time, the last time he ever 
went. A donation solicitor had taken the stand and demanded more reliable cash flow from the 
congregation specifically for the cathedral's upkeep and they were both bothered by it, but Fig 
most of all. They opted to head to a southern Indiana canoe rental service to blow off steam— 
paddling downriver in their church clothes. They made good time. She sat in the front and Fig 
eagerly cut the water with his paddle and rolled sleeves, tie thrown over his shoulder. For some 
reason Ellie kept standing up in the front to paddle like a Mississippian steersman, and Fig had to 
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continually watch his balance on the back seat to keep them from tipping over. He didn't mind 
the extra work because each time she bent forward to insert her paddle the angle on her white 
summer dress was adequate to give him a peek of the black thong she put on for Sunday mass. 
All of life was derived from that moment, Fig had often thought in the years that came after, and 
while he had determined that his continued survival had come in its violent way to depend on his 
dwelling as little as possible on that possibility, here he was again, on a boat with her and her 
devious porcelain face, only now in church clothes that in truth did not fit either of them. There 
was nothing he could say to her. The solution to the impossible riddle had always been that— 
silence. Say nothing, never again, not anymore. He made no expression at all with his face—he 
made no wink and he made no nod. He simply looked—one time and never again. He had to do 
exactly what she had done—don't say a word.
The boat uttered a mournful groan and a hushed swish of water rushing over the hull the 
other way. Port. The band played a slow dance number for disembarkation—Fig recognized it as 
an instrumental spin on The Replacements' “Swinging Party,” the lyrics of which he whispered 
to himself as the melody eddied in the haze of the quaking night: If being afraid is a crime, we 
hang side by side, at the swinging party down the line. A pearly line of great aunts centipeded 
down the gangplank, a gang of behind-the-desk bank thieves hurrahing one another into a funnel 
off the deck, and behind it Fig thought he recognized a young up-and-coming conservative 
thinkpiece author who had been found dead of meningitis and H1N1 swine flu, but Fig realized 
she was more likely influenced by that person's rhetoric rather than the Dickensian ghost of it 
(though he realized it could technically be seen either way, an impossible object of thought 
lacking clear channels of input and output). Vivian held him by the arm and cheered with the 
crowd when one of the bankers pulled his shirt off, vaulted on top of the railing, and dove into 
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the bay, and the others, ostensibly one fraternity brothers and maybe now some of them 
Instagram hustle culture influencers, chanting obscenely, directed him to the dock to climb the 
ladder barely visible in the slithering light on the water. It seemed to Fig that these people had 
not heard the music and found in them to observe the ceremony of it.
Sudden overwhelming agony cracked Fig on the back of his skull once again, and he 
threw his head around to look back at the yacht. Broad, white, opulent, it subtly lolled atop the 
water despite its mooring. The party would continue into the night having shed its most 
recklessly indulgence at the dock. Fig could see Not-Robin on the deck, sipping a fresh cocktail, 
watching Fig and Vivian disappear into the dark. “Jesus,” Vivian said when she followed his 
stare. “He's still going.”
They walked some ways along the marina. The air felt cooler beneath the open sky. 
Vivian had gotten them an Uber driver. He had parked his black Civic at the end of the alleyway. 
A bottle skittered on the brickwork and smashed on something behind them. Fig turned to look 
for it and couldn't find the shattered glass—he had the impression that his vision was skipping 
somehow, that he was having instances of real time cut out of the reel. A vision of Not-Robin, 
leering at the mouth of the alley. Vivian speaking again, let's go, come on, we don't want to stay 
here. Fig recognizing her face and turning again to look for the man, seeing nothing. A foot 
sliding off the rung of the fire escape four stories up, disappearing around the corner of the 
building on a narrow white cleft. The feeling of thought itself coming unglued and a powerful 
terror seizing his loins. Vivian had stuffed him in the car and they had gotten away.
The lights spinning round the car. The dry heat of the backseat. The burning hotel lobby. 
The solitude of the ember-red hall. The heavy door swinging shut. Vivian flopping on the white 
vinyl sectional couch. The large staring mirror, her shoes plucked off, her straps slouching off 
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her shoulders. Fig fidgeting with the jacket and discarding it. Vivian pulling up some kind of 
streaming playlist of lo-fi glam hits on her phone and slumping her face into a pillow. 
Murmuring gently for Fig to approach with her bare back presented. His simple acquiescence 
and the ceaseless spew and tremendous heft of his thinking hammering beneath every inch of his 
skin.
Fig fought his shoes off, straddled Vivian's butt, and rubbed his hands together to warm 
them before pressing his thumbs smoothly into the muscles tucked under her shoulder blades. 
The painful moan meant he had found the spot immediately, and it curled back into a sharp gasp 
of relief. Slow down, slow it down, Suede sang from Vivian's phone, you're taking me over, ahh- 
ah-ah-ahh. He dug into the wells of flesh at either side of her hipbones to relieve the flexors. His 
hands moved carefully and he had to keep reminding himself with the help of the music to push 
out the agony compounding in himself while he worked, to work more slowly than even seemed 
reasonable. And each day the turning hands of the clock, the image of a knife spinning in the 
dust in front of you; a battle for your life in the seconds marching up. The question of his 
existence: had he truly cultivated a Zen acceptance of his scream-box mausoleum, or was it a 
deep and untreatable hatred of it, an anger too nebulous to name?
How Fig wept. Eventually hard enough that Vivian could hear. She bucked his body up 
with a flick of her hips as she turned over. She grabbed his tie and pulled his face to her naked 
breast, locked him away with her arms.
Many difficult days ahead.
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34-35
The Sleeping Beauty Problem
Springtime was to Fig as a warm shower was to his waking in the morning—it bore the 
possibility of peeling off the layer of sticky nastiness that had collected him in his long states of 
inertia and spurred significant changes in him. Warm April rains could relax the sphincter that 
closed up his more elusive emotions and allowed them to slide through the looser edifice and 
into the hearts and minds of those from which he'd been withholding. It helped him to open. He 
was able, in this emotionally compromised state, always able to communicate in such a way that 
the immediacy of everything was far more apparent and up for review. It was always a mess, and 
an unmistakably theatrical surprise. Again in the night, in a motel affixed to a gas station, Fig 
had put himself under with a handful of Benadryl and had the dream of the yacht wedding and 
the crawling dread of his first love's disapproval and suspicion. It had convinced him that he had 
a lurking fear of his own existence and its adjudicated parameters; this conviction in turn 
profoundly affected the delicate ecology of his waking life. It had been a somewhat fraught trip 
through rural America then Cascadian British Columbia.
The issue of Fig's dreaming had run an intimate reign through his life, but he didn't 
worry as much about it as he used to—in a world in which an unstaunchable outpouring of fear 
governed ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine percent of human behavior, it rather seemed a non­
issue. Whatever motivated Fig was not as important as what he actually did. Few on the planet 
behaved in such a way to indicate they understood this. Politicians were protected by a net of 
their good intentions—it was apparently paramount, when a public figure raped someone, to 
keep in mind the person they are on their gilded interiors rather than the consistent run of 
psychotic mistakes they've made. Fig did not see himself as one such person. This view of 
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himself did not imbue him with any shroud of moral superiority—it instead filled him with pity 
for the species.
Amelia jabbed him in the ribs and snapped him conscious. “What are you dwelling on?” 
she asked.
“I... am like a virus,” Fig said.
“Wonderful!” Amelia said.
“I mean,” he said. “We aren't really sure if viruses qualify as living things or not. They 
exhibit characteristics similar to microbial life, but they lack the trademark apparatuses that a 
living thing depends on to be what we call alive. One thing they do have is a system of 
behaviors. But it's behavior that is about as complicated as behaviors between atoms and their 
parts—electrons, neutrons, and positrons. It isn't my field, but it's almost as though a virus is an 
unintelligent expression of the quantum that has found a way to extend itself into the vaster 
world of the macro, the cellular. It is something from beneath that has found a way to ‘live' 
outside its own world. The down-below breaching into the up-above.”
“And making everybody sick,” said Amelia.
“And in so doing, invading cells with its netherworldly designs, becomes encoded in 
DNA, forever altering animals our size, our bodies, the decisions we make, the course of our 
history.”
She had leaned into his shoulder and sighed. “Yes, a virus.”
“Imagine if the Spanish flu carried sympathy for socialism into our RNA.”
“Imagine,” she said, yawning.
Similarly, the bus station felt alive in some way. He had only just woken up and the 
coffee was not yet dissolved into his blood, and he was ensnared by the ecstatic calamity of 
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motion. The grumbling buses queued along the boarding platform, their tires hissing through 
rainwater on the asphalt. Growling out sweet-toxic vapor onto the levitating stench of springtime 
ichor. The steady murmur of families, couples, and the headphones of lone travelers. The 
temperature flux of mid-March winds scattered papers on warm and cold breezes. As usually 
happened to Fig when he travelled, his gut flora were acting up. Something about the change in 
his routine had upset his small intestine's delicate habitat, and the microbes that controlled most 
of his behavior was in disarray. In part, this was his mind on springtime. But the cycle of 
gastrointestinal stoppage and deluge was hard to dismiss. As above, so below.
“I want to get into birdwatching,” Amelia said. “It is my destiny.”
“That seems like an acceptable thing to have destined,” he said. “But why birds, 
specifically?”
“I think I got the idea reading Jonathan Franzen. There's something very sexy about a 
man who is obsessed with something like that. I don't know. I don't know exactly where it 
comes from.”
“I could see that,” Fig said, having no idea what she meant. He wasn't personally familiar 
with anything Franzen had written, he could dimly recollect the image of the man, and could see 
that Amelia would naturally latch onto the waifish silhouette of some partly-imagined individual, 
especially if he had done the unseemly thing of pouring his own thinking inside her. This stuff 
was really strange, and Fig couldn't get enough of the surprising places his thinking went when 
he listened to her speak. “Isn't he the guy who covered ‘Bitches Ain't Shit' on the piano?”
“No...” she said, “that was Ben Folds, but...” She sounded as if she was suddenly 
picking her way around the turns of a hedge maze at dusk. “The two looked almost exactly 
alike.”
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“If the dinosaurs hadn't been forced through an evolutionary bottleneck, you know, they 
might have become similar to us, just a lot more birdlike. A planet of sapient former lizards with 
feathers covering their bodies, and maybe wings under their arms.”
“That isn't very Franzen, darling.”
“His loss.” He ran his tongue over the front of his teeth—it had been a few days since he 
had last bothered to brush them. “To what extent, when we go out watching birds, are they 
watching us?”
Fig suspected he recognized a few people here—likely many of them were fellow 
festival-goers but it also seemed a disproportionate representation of the Bay Area's upper crust 
had followed them. It was tough to guess who was who however—and that was by design— 
many wore anti-facial recognition hairdos and makeup that had started to come into vogue—long 
spikes of silver hair obstructing faces partially painted over with haphazard black-and-white 
makeup like TV static or German expressionist checkerboards. One guy casually hanging with a 
colorful harem of lackeys was apparently a furry or an obscure hockey mascot travelling in full 
regalia—some baby-blue critter with an elongated snout, probably a tapir costume.
The people who were not headed for the festival were arguably more distinct. A man in a 
greasy green Rambo jacket seated nearby had been giving them spare looks. The kind of glances 
you give someone in public you want to approach to satisfy some tenebrous criteria. He had been 
eavesdropping. Fig noted the man appeared to have some form of hardened adhesive slapped 
over the outside of his boots but appeared otherwise well-kempt despite a measure of scraggly 
ruggedness in his late sixties or fifties if he had started smoking at age seven.
“You two going north?”
“We are. You?”
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He nodded apprehensively. “Gonna see things nobody's ever seen.” He held eye contact 
to indicate there was more he needed to say.
“How so?”
“I'll be headed to the Arctic circle with a team of climate scientists,” he said. “Headed 
into territory where the ice has withdrawn. We'll be looking at stuff no human has ever seen. 
New bacteria, new rock faces, stuff that's been buried more than two hundred thousand years.”
“Yeah, tell me about it.”
“I got a blog that'll tell you everything you need to know.” He scribbled on a piece of 
paper produced from nowhere. “Codex, Elijah, at Wordpress, dot com.”
Fig extended his hand and took the paper from him. “Wow, thanks,” he said.
When Fig and Amelia looked back to the man, he was holding up two fingers to indicate 
the next twist. They patiently waited for him to elaborate. “Two years,” he said.
“Two years,” Fig intoned.
“Conservatively. They've been looking at the methane deposits in the permafrost but we 
don't have perfect knowledge of their location yet. We need to try to find them to keep people 
away from them, because within two years they're gonna start blowing like they have been in 
Siberia. Once those things thaw,” he trailed off, and made his hands and mouth embody a huge 
detonation.
“Yeah, no kidding,” Fig said, with Amelia held snugly in one of his arms. Her face was 
polite and obliging to this stranger's entreaties. “Damn.”
“Fifteen minutes,” the man said. And paused for the ticking-clock drama again. “When I 
make a post on my blog, that's how long it takes CNN, the Weather Channel, and Al Jazeera to 
read my post. As soon as it goes up, they have it read in fifteen minutes.”
57
“That's amazing,” Amelia said. “Do you do interviews with them?”
“Don't need to, because I write it all down. Everything they need is in the text.”
“That's the way to do it,” Fig said.
“What takes you up that way?” the man asked.
Neither he or Amelia said anything right away. Eventually, Fig ventured—“Similar 
interests,” he said, not meaning to come off so cryptic, “It's sort of a music festival on the edge 
of the Arctic circle.”
“Oh,” the man said. He looked around at the people on the platform. “That explains a 
lot.”
“It's a really interesting event, though,” Amelia said. “It's called Eschatology II. The 
second annual end of the world festival.”
The man took a moment of silence with this information. Amelia and Fig watched. “Two 
years,” the man repeated to himself, or to them, the intent was unclear. His eyes were lost in 
thought, but he suddenly and unaccountably stood with his duffel bag, scooped up a pair of 
mittens tethered on a long rope and slung them over his shoulders, and disappeared onto a bus at 
apparent random.
Amelia nestled a little deeper into Fig's armpit. Fig's intestines, though, issued a brief 
note of gurgling, of foreboding. Fig himself, at this, answered with a note of mild distress— 
“Um.”
She smiled up at him and said, “Awful.”
He took off for the lavatory at a strident pace. The crowds were not outwardly obliging to 
his all but apparent need, but he dared not place his hands on anyone and instead attempted to 
employ a movement strategy that was forced, continually, to evolve with the pace and flow of 
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the others moving through the station. He smiled gracefully to an old woman who could see the 
faint pang of distress furrowed into his brow. Some kids spun around him with unreadable 
footwork, but they dodged him effortlessly. Fig moved like an apparition to his destiny, and he 
was inside the large but dingy restroom in time to snap open a stall door and shackle it shut and 
drop trou and lower himself to the bowl and evacuate his guts of yet another wave of liquid 
poison.
He sighed with the release of pressure and rubbed at a meagre coat of sweat that had 
collected on his forehead in the ambient humidity. He thought better to sit for a while to see how 
things go. This was not an idea original to his sentience—rather, it began in the gut, which was 
currently running the show. That was him—not the Fig born in 1989 with a masters degree and a 
run of small-press books, but the microflora who had taken up residence in his small intestine in 
the wake of previous choices. So he thought better to step out of their way, cognitively, and give 
his phone a look. He reached into a pocket and discovered that, for the first time in a couple 
weeks, Vivian had messaged him on Twitter. He swiped away a mess of apps to get down to the 
notification itself and clicked it open to find she had sent him an ancient viral tweet from the 
earlier days of the app—it was a video of a dog wearing a fake hairdo that featured prominent 
bangs in the fashion of several years previous. The inference here was that this was how Vivian 
herself had used to do her hair.
This was the mechanism of healing in action. Over time, Fig could see the climate of he 
and Vivian's companionship through the bad weather—they would be, one day, on better terms 
again. What that meant was unknowable, but he could see the apparatuses of congealing blood 
begin to close the most recent wound, and maybe one day the scar would all but disappear, as
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each one had before. He dropped his phone back into a fold in his crumpled jeans, confirmed it 
had landed in a pocket, and pulled himself back together.
On the way out, Fig could see that two buses had wobbled away from the launch platform 
and launched up the ramp onto the freeway never to be seen again through the dense firs and 
blotches of chilly white fog. A giftshop glowed dull yellow near the restrooms. He saw all the 
usual knickknacks for bored and desperate passersby—shot glasses, aviator sunglasses, and, ah, 
spyglasses. He went up to a small pair of binoculars punched into a cardboard backing and was 
impressed with their weight—they seemed to contain real steel despite the flashy packaging. He 
bought them along with a viewers guide for Canadian birds, which according to the back cover 
may have disproportionately catered to enthusiasts of waterfowl, but he wouldn't let himself 
worry about that too much.
Outside he found Amelia in the same spot, shooting off a series of text messages and 
slipping her phone back into her handbag. He didn't savor any mystery—he showed her what he 
had gotten her right away.
Her eyes gently inflated. She took the book and the binoculars and examined them with a 
fetching and seemingly sincere affection for them.
“So you see them before they see you,” Fig said.
“Thank you.”
Boarding for their bus to Fort St. John was called over the PA. A woman with an acoustic 
guitar stood with her case open to gloomy flitting dollar bills, singing along with a rhythm that 
suddenly turned heavy and driving with a chorus—Your mother wouldn't approve of how your 
mother raised me, but I do, I think I do. Their two big roller bags and a duffel were handed to the 
driver and stowed in the belly of the bus.
60
They showed tickets and ID to somebody at the head of the line and weaseled up the 
steps and into the aisle. A young man with a thin mustache in front of Amelia suddenly and 
violently shrank into a seat, breathing heavily. They froze to appraise his situation—and just as 
quickly as he descended into a moment of panic, the man had unzipped his satchel and removed 
several items and laid them neatly onto the seat, touching each one, Fig saw, twice with two 
fingertips before scooping them all back up into his bag and zipping it closed, staring mutely 
through the window at the motor court.
Fig leaned over to Amelia and said, “That means he wants you to go ahead.”
“You go ahead, then.” She shooed him away. “Go. Sit.” Amelia took the seat across the 
aisle and asked the man if something was wrong.
Fig, feeling the onset of a human crash building behind him in the aisle, hovered a 
moment to see if he could be of help. The man grabbed his ticket and reviewed the information 
printed on it. “Fort St. John,” Fig said. “Overnight to Fort St. John.” People were watching now 
and Fig opted to ease the pressure by moving forward. He glanced back at Amelia moving her 
head to watch and speak with the thin-mustache man around each of the passersby.
Fig slouched into their pair of seats on the left side of the aisle, the seating and upholstery 
the seats down was refreshingly plush and cozy. Of course, this was in comparison to sleeping on 
benches the previous few nights. He dodged the gazes of people who had been held up from 
doing the same. Soon Amelia appeared in their number and took the aisle seat.
“Is he all right?”
She didn't answer at first, rustling her things into the footspace in front of her. She looked 
straight ahead when she answered. “He's ok.” She sounded unconvinced of it, but Fig wouldn't 
dare look back at the man, not yet.
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“Why are you always so worried about what everything means?” she asked. “Why do
you have to throw that game you're always playing in everybody's face?”
“I think,” Fig ventured, “I don't always know that's what I'm doing.”
“Okay,” Amelia said, “replying with a meaningless answer is not funny.”
“Sorry. I'm sorry.”
“Why do you have to be such an asshole to people? Riddle me that.”
“Babe,” Fig said, “That was not my intent. I was just trying to get to my seat. I
panicked!” But he was not done panicking. “Sometimes I get stuck in the rounds with that 
language because all action is performative—even if I doubt the necessity or veracity of action, I 
understand its practical utility and its obligatory role in a planet-wide system in which violence, 
suffering, and inequality end up as chief moneymakers.”
“That doesn't mean you're doing anything right just by knowing the risks of moving 
things around you. It's like you're proud of having passed age seven.”
“I'm very advanced for someone my age,” Fig said. “Look, it's not a complicated issue.
Here—if say, aliens, who had seen our radio broadcasts and decoded our language with them 
were able to see the whole of human-made cinema, do you think they'd have anything close to 
an idea what our species values?”
Amelia was moving through the contortions of his request. Fig assumed she was
worming, additionally, through the logical pitfalls telegraphed by his hypothetical; he 
appreciated her recognizing them as irrelevant to the topic at hand. “I think they would, yes,” she 
said.
“Of course they would. We try to turn every new thing we meet into financial gain. We 
turn new species into servants once we figure out how they fit the big picture we have. We 
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would do absolutely anything for love, up to and especially war crimes. Our species is creepy as 
shit.”
“Where is this going?”
“So, look. What I'm getting at is that I read the room and could see the guy doing his 
little thing for reasons that were unknown to us. But I was right to assume what I assumed—I 
don't think that he needed help from anyone. It wasn't apathy—I realized the guy in the seat 
wanted to be left alone. So I said what I said. I felt that you were upsetting his ritual and I wanted 
to help him.”
“It didn't help anyone. You were uncomfortable and just started spouting nonsense. 
You're making all of this up right here on the spot. You were the one who fucked with the 
ritual.”
“I shouldn't have said anything. I know that.”
“You saw him doing his thing and you felt superior to him.”
“I—” Fig sat with that for a second. Then said: “People think the color of your hair 
means something about you.”
“Sure, that I'm a large ripe piece of fruit that should be hacked open to create a hole to 
fuck. That's what the looks at the grocery store tell me.”
“There you go.”
“You're bad at making those guesses. You're a man!” Amelia pointed out. “You think 
‘large breasts' means ‘sexually proficient!'”
“It is very alienating to be a man. They raise us to be very puzzled little cowboy 
toddlers.”
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“Well, no shit. Every one of you I talk to makes it more clear that nobody touches you, 
and you all talk to each other on the internet about how obvious it is that everyone is conspiring 
to keep you from having sex. You aren't all that smart.”
“It's very sad!” Fig lamented. “And you're right. Ideally, I wouldn't be so jaded and 
alienated that I wound up running off into a foreign country with someone's wife for a doomsday 
party.”
They quietly ate from a packet of crackers for a minute or two.
Fig cleared his throat ruefully. “I'll turn it off for the rest of the day. I'm tired.”
“It's fine. Just stop being so fucking weird. And start asking me questions. I'm tired of 
listening to you all the time.”
Fig smiled and rest his head into his seat. “Seen any good birds lately?”
“Oh, shut up.”
For several hours he and Amelia napped and read their books, and when it got too dark to 
read Fig got out his old beaten-up Nintendo Switch and fooled around with its library of classic 
video games that he had grown up with. He was embroiled in the struggle of completing Super 
Mario Bros. 2, which he had never done even in childhood. The low fidelity of the game's world 
had cast a spell on Fig. Video games, as had already occurred to him in previous years, 
represented a philosophical situation identical to the state of actual life. If not every game, most 
video games, especially the older ones, present the player with the exact fundamental question as 
every human, animal, and plant that hurtles suddenly into being—What am I? and what can I do? 
In Super Mario Bros. 2, you are thrown into the world via a door that opens in the sky—you are 
either a suspendered Italian stereotype of a plumber, his lankier younger brother who can do a 
fluttering kicking motion to make himself tread the air a little more gracefully, a stubby little 
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man with a grotesque fungus emanating from his skull, or the ethereal representative of 
monarchy—the Princess Toadstool who has transcended the divine right of kings to imbue 
herself an unmistakable aura of divinity in the form of the ability to partially levitate. Whichever 
you are, you must figure out how best to kill every ambling, puking, candy-hued fucker you 
meet, picking them up and cracking their brains open on one another, plucking up vegetables to 
do the same to any other comers in your drunken ramble through this surreal fantasy world.
If Fig had been born as Super Mario, would he have accepted the reality presented to him 
and known it to be true, and not some deception smashed together to make a quick buck from 
parents in 1988? Of course he would. He knew his own mind. He was not some blip on a TV 
screen—this was happening to him, so what did it matter where it came from? Rather, why think 
of it as important if it isn't the operative and original reality?
Fig, too lost in thought now to play the game attentively and proficiently, ended up 
hitting a game over screen and he turned the video game off and slid the console into his 
backpack. Amelia stirred with her head in his lap. He held still in the dark and when his eyes had 
readjusted he could see that she was awake.
“I was a mathematician, you know,” Fig said.
“We know,” she said as if part asleep.
“And the thing that I ended up wanting to research ahead of ancient unnatural 
polynomials or three-color proofs was my observation that absolutely every one of my 
colleagues was white. Turns out that was the one problem too tricky to touch. Similar to math, 
when they teach people to write screenplays, no consideration is given to the propaganda aspect 
of filmmaking, or of storytelling as a whole, because that element is not teachable—we are 
inured to the whole idea that any of these things point to comprehensive moral systems. But 
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that's the job of criticism, as it is of philosophers: to show that funding was pushed into STEM 
majors to bloat Halliburton, Northup-Grumman, and Lockheed-Martin with new blood. When 
you see a movie or hear a story, before you weigh the implacability of its telling or the 
impressive and seamless contrivances of its plot, you should ask yourself: whose empire does 
this serve? So too do more mathematicians need to start fessing up to their adjacency to 
sociology. We need to show people what's actually going on around here, because we have the 
information. We can look at it. We can see what things actually mean in ways that most others 
are encouraged not to.”
“And you've accounted for your observational bias?”
“Irrelevant! Not ultimately relevant when you've got people factually dying facedown in 
the mud,” Fig undauntedly continued. “People who make taste on our planet are irrevocably 
polluted with bad thinking—like the microplastics showing up in our blood, soon the thinking 
part of our species will be informed, poisoned, by a majority of false equivocation evident in our 
criticisms and tastes and cultural attitudes. The arts died to it first, starting back in the 18th 
century when art itself became a resource produced by commercial labor. Now for the past three 
decades we've gleefully denied the death of the planet itself just by following the instructions of 
the almighty market. That's the power of positive thinking.”
“But what's the point, then? I mean, if they're slowly killing us by positioning everything 
that we think we desire as something that works in their favor, say a ‘dream job,' then what can 
we want that could possibly subvert their stranglehold? I don't want to die selling pottery and 
racist ceramic Indians by the highway.”
“Look at it this way,” Fig said, taking another huge twist through the monstrous current 
of it. “Consider the difference between Catholicism and astrology. At face value, sure, it's all 
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massive systemically edified crock that modifies human behavior—but what is the endpoint of it 
on the side of astrology?”
“There isn't one.”
“Absolutely right. There isn't anything there other than a mechanism for spurring 
introspection. Turn to your insides to influence that outside. It works! It does something, and 
there's no fucking golden order of cardinals insisting that there's this man who created the entire 
universe and cares about how often we're touching our own genitals. So then, why are the most 
powerful people in our country these war-automaton Catholics and not druid satyrs with very 
long beards?”
“Well, once there were enough of them they tried to kill almost everyone they met.”
“And they have nukes now. Their religion is only able to explain that power in one 
specific way. It's the book of Revelation and they're chomping at the bit to make it so. They've 
even managed to turn science itself into a gun pointed at all our fucking heads.”
“Excuse me,” someone across the aisle said to Fig, “that is actually very interesting to 
me, because I am a scientist.” Fig tilted his head past Amelia to get a look at this interloper. He 
looked about mid-20s, with a close haircut and an affectionate facial inflection. Fig guessed he 
was Greek.
“Are you two headed to the festival?”
“Absolutely. How about you?”
“I'm intrigued,” he admitted. “I'll be doing a research trip within a hundred miles of it. I 
think I could convince our bush pilot to take us out there.”
“Oh,” Fig said, “you've got a grant? What's your area?”
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“Yes,” he said. “We're funded for the semester to take samples of permafrost cores. 
Arctic geology. Had to pivot from astrophysics as an undergrad after the program was defunded. 
I regret it very much but.. .well, this is interesting enough to me to send me out into the tundra.”
“You never know,” Amelia said.
They all introduced themselves—the young man's name was Cort. And then, “Do you 
suppose,” Cort said, with a socially timid but venturous inflection, “that science is itself sullied 
by the biases of its practitioners?”
Fig watched Amelia for a second before he replied to this stranger on the bus. “Of course 
it is. The notion of the mad scientist has a direct real-life corollary in the form of the nuclear 
physicist.”
“But there are ethical considerations at the forefront of just about everything we do. Red 
tape on everything.”
“Further evidence of my point,” Fig said, grinning smugly. “And that's why they call it a 
‘defense budget' and not a ‘genocide fund.'”
“I think you're wrong,” Amelia said. “We voted for these people to be there making these 
decisions for us because they successfully appealed to our humanity. It's gone so terribly wrong? 
because everybody basically doesn't know anything apart from what things they're irrationally 
afraid of.”
“There you go,” Fig said. “And if we happen to start voting toward our sincere interests, 
stealing the election is still an option. And river-poisoning Nazis bank on the Republican ticket 
somewhere in the U.S. every election. Successfully.”
“I'm surprised to hear any American talk this way,” Cort said. “I thought you guys just 
wanted to see the next superhero movie and become a millionaire on a reality TV show.”
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“Oh I've already done some of that, but I just wouldn't shut up so I had to pivot to 
armchair critical theory.”
“You said you were in mathematics?”
“I was. And instead of sticking it out there I ended up being this screaming lunatic on the 
street corner. You learn a lot about your true friends when you take that path through life.”
“You sound like a crazy person, I admit,” Cort said. “But you're trying to spin it up into 
your own type of science, which I can respect.”
Amelia was chuckling warmly over that crack.
“Well,” Fig said, “I think every degree path is a type of philosophy major if they pay 
attention in class. With the exception of engineers.”
Cort thought that was funny. He hadn't laughed but Fig had seen that he liked it.
“All I'm saying,” said Fig, “like Amelia already pointed out, is that if you're solving all 
the grand problems of humanity you have to do some measure of community outreach. We need 
people to do the mathematics and engineering, but we have to employ them in such a way that 
the species is bettered rather than closer to the verge of killing itself. Pure math is fine if you're 
using it to do more than describe things on a continual loop of insulated reference points— 
tackling philosophical issues and mathematical ones should keep the implications close at hand. 
We need more people to do these things for reasons other than simply for the sake of existing or 
earning an income. Because I promise you, that's what the psychotic war Catholics are up to— 
they don't care if you're a scientologist or a Mormon as long as you turn out to be a man of the 
cloth with the CIA or FBI.”
“I once had a Reptilian boyfriend,” Amelia sighed. “Sweet but a little cold.”
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“He's telling the truth, miss,” Cort said. “Well, it's a type of truth.” A sob story 
incoming, thought Fig. “My research was defunded because I couldn't show the committee that 
it had any practical application or opened any doors to new research. We acquired drones and all 
sorts of rocket-based equipment for the facility, but it didn't go anywhere that the board agreed 
was worth following up on. We determined that elephants can hear the aurora, but nobody was 
knocking the door down to find out more about it.”
“I agree with all that,” Amelia said. “But why isn't it okay to just, I don't know? Try?”
Fig and Cort paused in unison on that. Fig held up his hands set the stage and framing 
device for a story, and said “A childhood memory.” He told them about a recurring dream he'd 
had when he was under the age of seven, in which he would wake up to the sound of screaming, 
with an immense weight on top of his body, and the world around him totally dark, with a cold 
wind blowing through. A distant orange hum of scattered fires lingered at the edges of his vision, 
and one crackled nearby without offering him any light. The screaming all around. Cries for 
help. Somewhere else, faraway, a high machine whine, a pealing shriek. Fig could not move his 
limbs in any iteration of the dream, tied to something like the bed, or a coffin with its lid open, 
shut, or both somehow. As time wore on the screaming would slow and the voices drop away to 
the howling wind and the simmering flames. He had the dream several times.
Fig had wanted to know what the dream he kept having “meant.” He talked about it with 
his parents, with a priest, and with a janitor. They had all expressed the same interpretation: Fig 
was unusually stressed out for a small child. They said that he should try to take action to see if 
the dream would stop, though that hadn't been the thing he'd been asking—he wanted to 
understand its significance. The dream, like they all do, itself soured and eventually fell away 
from his ecology of sleep.
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“Many years later,” Fig said, “I found something on the internet. It's an account of a 
woman who was one of the four survivors of a Japanese Air flight that went down in 1985. Japan 
Air 123 lost its vertical stabilizer on the tail and lost all use of its hydraulic systems, which was 
thought be a thing with the chance of once-in-a-billion of happening, and rendered the plane 
uncontrollable. The pilots kept the plane in the sky for 30 minutes while they tried to turn it 
around and land back at the airport, but they eventually crashed in the mountains and about 500 
people were vaporized on impact. This one woman, however, I forget her name, lived, and while 
she was pinned under wreckage, she could hear all the screaming of many other survivors, but 
the Japanese Defense Force wanted to wait until the sun came up to beginning a rescue mission. 
Over the night, she heard the others give in to their injuries or die of exposure.
“So,” Fig said. “What does that mean? Once I randomly read about this incident, 
obviously, I was really chilled by it. It sounded exactly like my dream. So I did what I felt was 
the only thing that was really actionable—I tried to find out as much about the crash as I could.”
“Does this explain why you're travelling by bus?” asked Cort?
“That's a fair question,” Amelia granted.
“But coincidental,” Fig said. “I went pretty deep into it. The situation that brought the 
plane down was thought to be a once-in-a-billion system failure. To date, the same thing has now 
occurred four times in commercial aviation.
“The procedure for airline captains is to cut the Gordian knot, which so frequently, with 
the state of automation in air travel, means doing nothing whatsoever. But when your 
instruments are iced over, the information you're receiving may look incoherent, and you get 
scared. When you get scared in that situation, you are far more likely to make a bad call, and 
give the plane adjustments it doesn't need. Many people are dead where pilots made this 
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mistake. The autopilot will fly the plane stricken dumb by collected ice as long as you trust it to. 
But... ” and he seemed to direct this to Amelia, “the really good captains, copilots, and flight 
engineers were the ones who worked together to correctly deduce the information they had to 
make the right call in a matter of seconds, which is, more often than not, all the time they ever 
have. If a plane starts falling, you have to figure it out in ten seconds or you will die. Some 
cockpits have saved as many as they could in a no-win situation. Knowing they were headed for 
death, they cut to the core of the problem, and made their plays. The cockpit of Japan 123 in 
particular is an interesting case—they went to their graves saying please and thank you on the 
radio as they continually corrected the plane's flightpath with engine power and no rudder 
control. The most interesting part of it is that while just about everyone died, every other flight 
team that has been put in an identical situation in a flight simulator has not managed to keep their 
plane up as long as the real pilots did. 30 minutes of certain death, and they kept flying to the 
very, actual last. No one else has ever gotten close. So I made what little I could out of the dream 
I had—I managed to teach myself, by deducing a message that was nothing more than 
coincidence, that luck, good and bad, completely governs my existence, but there may come an 
unthinkably narrow moment of agency in which it all depends on me, whatever it turns out to be. 
So I'm keeping watch for it. I manufactured an inconsequential coincidence into something that, 
in its way, altered the course of my life.”
“Shouldn't the take-away be something a little more profound?” Cort asked.
“Like what?”
Amelia stop-gapped the bleeding silence. “More engineers!” she said. Both Fig and Cort 
laughed darkly.
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“And the woman who survived Japan 123? She was one of four survivors, all young 
women. She was an off-duty flight attendant and she served the rest of her life as one. I 
understand that it doesn't mean anything, but I took the similarity of my dream in early life to 
her experiences seriously, only on the principle of it seeming the responsible thing to do.”
“You voice sounds familiar,” Cort said.
“I've been giving talks at universities up and down the west coast about universal basic 
income.”
“I was thinking Youtube.”
“Oh, yeah,” Fig said. “They have a filmed speaker series at UC Irvine.”
“Wow, I'll have to go back and confirm it was you. Universal basic income, hmm.”
“Yeah, the prospect of a stable economy where you can supplement a stipend from the 
government by working if you want. If it worked it could enhance the concept of human 
flourishing.”
Fig would have to commit himself, hereafter, to avoid mentioning his small run of books 
that sat in warehouses for sale: Ontology and You, which was a deceptively straightforward 
coloring book for adults that prominently featured pages of human physique integrated into or 
juxtaposed against baroque fractal patterns. It turned out to be a source of perennial cash flow 
and had won a whopping third printing already. More recently, he released a primer of 
standardized test prep that had taken off in Europe called Mind the Gap: Your Adventures in 
Learning, in which Fig had deployed a seditious undercurrent of context for the whole of the 
education system whereas incoming university students were coming out of the tail end of an 
education morass of people raised by assholes and leaded gasoline fumes to be as stupid as they 
could be and say things about how the theory of evolution is called a theory because it is 
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controversial while substantiating a social Darwinism in the form of standardized testing. Italics 
in the text were deployed liberally as a form of assistance to speed readers. Fig theorized that its 
semi-popularity across the pond was similar to that of King of the Hill, as it showcased a bloated 
and overwrought depiction of just how precious and amusing the American colonies had gone on 
to become. A significant part of the book's goal was to help couch the attainment of higher 
learning as a thing that had been historically relegated to a pastime for people with means, and so 
Fig's book sought to bring light to the disparities this creates socio-economically while hurling 
existential kindling onto a very angry fire, to hopefully radicalize as many as he could from 
whichever economic classes may happen on it. One of the primary take-aways being that the 
monotonous prodding of the youth to be successful was an open declaration of the expectation 
that they render themselves subhuman, and still lose. The intended effect, in the end, Fig 
admitted strictly in private, was to try to shame the wealthy, and embolden the poor and 
disenfranchised with righteous anger. Key (American) reviewers of the book caught on to this 
and boosted its sales by decrying it as anti-elite propaganda. The book maintained a very 
favorable word of mouth among mostly young people with ambitions beyond retiring with an 
engineering degree at age 40, who were interested in philosophical matters, and were nonetheless 
having to take the SAT and ACT to attend undergraduate schools.
Money was still generally pretty tight. Fig had sought to spend time outside the country 
and he had had a willing companion in Amelia. He loved her because she was someone poised at 
all times to go on the attack. They had been long distance friends for a long time and over a 
period of many years had become lovers.
“I think that you get it wrong a lot,” Amelia said. “If you're speaking, it means you're 
laying traps. You lay idiot traps for people. It is the effect of knowing where people are known to 
74
patrol and laying a rope trap on their route—of course it works, and of course it proves to you 
that you are smarter than they are. You do it to me all the time without meaning to.”
“Everybody does that,” Cort said. “People tend not to take you seriously when you say 
you're a real-life scientist, and that makes me feel threatened. I react inappropriately.”
Fig, to Amelia: “I really don't mean to do that in any sense. Not to you or anyone.”
“You're extremely fucking lucky,” she said, “that none of it impresses me.”
“I know.”
Cort wanted to fight Fig a little bit about his ideas on UBI. Cort suggested that if you paid 
people to live, would you not risk bankrupting the economy, permanently?
“We live in the most peaceful times in the history of the planet,” Fig said. “And look how 
many still die in terror every day. To say that we're doing well enough compared to what was 
going on in the days when you and your Cambridge lads would get blasted and then go outside 
and kill someone for fun doesn't really cut the mustard with me. Same goes with economic 
prosperity—look at how bad things have gotten out here. We're the wealthiest we've ever been, 
and still some of us starve to death. Why don't we try something?”
“But I don't know that throwing the baby out with the bathwater would be a good move.”
“Nobody does. But that isn't even what we're suggesting. If we spent even a fraction less 
on sidewinder missiles and hypersonic fighter jets that can't even physically fly in our 
atmospheric density, we could use all this wealth we've stolen from the rest of the planet to let 
our own people prosper.”
“It's just all bad news with you, huh.”
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“Wait till I get going. How many times, do you think, in your family tree has a docile 
grandfather, maybe unknown to all, perpetuated your lineage by raping one of his 
granddaughters?”
Cort was quiet, staring past him at the window. “Probably a lot.”
“Over a hundred thousand years, that has probably happened in your ancestry close to a 
thousand times. Existence is not a necessarily moral thing. They splash water on your head to try 
to tell you it isn't so, that it's enough to clean the stench of it off you. We live on a psychotic 
planet with psychotic delusions of importance. I believe the psychosis of this place is treatable.”
“And a universal basic income might be a form of treatment.”
“It may. For Christ's sake, it might be!”
“I am sympathetic to your designs, Fig. But I trust you are aware, then, like all your hero 
pilots, you are a colonizer even still.”
“And that is how I've assumed the role of pilot of a mode of thinking. And the best call I 
can make, with the information that I can deduce in front of me, is that western thought has 
happened on the notion that chattel slavery was a political action and a political issue, and is 
totally unable to digest the meaning of that factual information.”
“Very good.”
“We're in a tailspin,” Amelia said.
“We might all die,” Cort said.
Their conversation relaxed. The guns were holstered again. The droning silence of the 
bus on the highway had taken up the conversation. Fig and Amelia worked in tandem to produce 
the medical grade mescaline they'd picked up in Vancouver, and each took a drop from the 
syringe on their tongues. They swiveled the dropper toward Cort, but he declined it politely.
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They leaned back into their seats and listened to the road amicably shredding the bus tires. The 
peaceful dissolution. The smooth silence of the other passengers, placidly abiding their chatter. 
Eventually Amelia asked Cort if he knew anything about human ability to perceive the earth's 
magnetic field. Cort had, in fact, done some reading about it and happened to remember that 
human brain activity is known to be affected by reversing the polarity of a magnetic field, but 
only if the field is turned in a counterclockwise fashion—no changes are known to occur if the 
field is moved clockwise, which Cort and Amelia agreed pointed to some kind of profound 
mystery. By the time Fig became entangled in the discussion, the conversation had touched on 
the implication that remote ancestors of humans may have navigated the earth similar to birds 
and fish by the magnetic field. Once Fig was included the investigation began to dip into lunar 
esoterica and the pagan ontological notion of “thin places,” where attentive ancient peoples 
professed to see through the deception of the real and commune with outer spirits.
Hours passed this way. The sun expired in the distant mountains. The darkness, though 
disturbed by the heft and light of the bus, was a quiet thing, and something that exhibited a 
planetary whole communicated in the proximate scenery, slipping bit by bit beneath the cooling 
red horizon to black obscurity. Fig could not remember the last time he'd seen a car pass on the 
highway. Amelia had smooshed herself into Fig's armpit and either snoozed or basked in the 
warmth of his body. He slept sporadically, but was lurched back awake from time to time by the 
smooth thunder of the uneven highway or Amelia twisting gently in his embrace.
He could see that Amelia was looking at him in the thin blue light. “What time is it?” he 
said.




“I dreamed your son killed me,” Fig said. It was a rough estimate, but it seemed the best 
continuity he could form out of his off-then-on-again sleep. “He saw that I had taken you to the 
Indiana state fair and didn't bring him back any posters or anything. And so he grabbed one of 
your knives and chased me through the cornfield wearing a mask made out of a pillowcase.”
Amelia quietly listened to Fig's account of events. “That's a good dream.”
“Yeah,” Fig said.
“I wish you knew him better,” Amelia said.
This wasn't coming from nowhere. Fig had expended energy to prevent himself from 
having to spend significant amounts of time with Amelia's son. “He'll be eighteen in about five 
years. That's the age of slaying mother's suitors.”
She laughed at that. “He thinks you're interesting. He wants to know more about you.”
“You must be telling the truth,” Fig said. “He wouldn't get that impression from you.”
Amelia held her face into his arm. She concealed a small smile this way but her eyes 
betrayed it. She had always smiled this way. Gently, as if it was to be kept secret though she 
could not realistically do anything to contain it. Her smooth way of living was something Fig had 
come to adopt in his way—live and let live, with a less granular and softer version of the anger 
he stifled, vented, and thwarted over several years. She had been raised in an orthodox cult that 
ran on a grease of wife-swapping between pods of family units. Her family had gotten out of it, 
but she carried in her mannerisms a profound distrust that also served as a fervid curiosity for the 
what's-going-on-out-here, a stronger measure of trust begotten to the stranger, the newcomer, the 
Other. The systems that Fig loathed could not suffer if he was bitter and did not try to talk to 
people who suffered because of them. Amelia was a tether to the real, and he needed her. It still 
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scared him, though, to be a part of her son's life. Out of a sort of deference to her husband, who 
he expected, anytime their many-year ruse was ousted, would almost assuredly come tearing out 
of the scenery, made more colorful and operatic by its inclusion of Amelia, to kill Fig with a gun 
or something.
He usually described his hopes, dreams, and fears in the form of Greek tragedy. If you do 
that, everyone will pretend to know what you mean. It helped him to hide in plain sight as 
another among the multitude of wolves wearing wool coats, skulking around inside the planetary 
flock. And in that flock, if you make a fatal misstep, which could include any form of deviant 
sheepish behavior, you'd get devoured. Small children often made the mistake of ceasing to 
speak—that one is too obvious. If you refuse to participate in the misery-dealing in any way, it is 
punished by death. They always made it look clean and like it was the silent child's own doing in 
some manner or another.
A few years prior Fig had managed to finally get on some anti-depressants. From then on 
he could understand the impulse that Western society had followed when renaming the year 0 
after the coming of Christ and eschewing the 40,000 years or so of human history that had come 
prior. Everything was different now. Nonetheless, like the Roman empire that had evolved 
countless times and retained its grasp on much of the planet, Fig could detect a litany of little tics 
that gave him cause to question the structural integrity of his emotional ecology—he often heard 
himself muttering doomy phenomes while he exhaled, effusing odd strings of words that 
appeared to mean nothing but sounded like “oh fucking no” and “huge error” and “what are we 
doing here” or “fucking mess, disaster place” and so on. So too had the world adopted a farcical 
devotion to something called “hopepunk” that was as deranged and pointless as any subversive 
cynicism had ever been. The cracks at the edge of the smile were evident to many. It was a 
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bipartisan delusion enforceable on major television networks that may have been designed to 
ensure everyone at every point on the political spectrum was as moral as everyone else at the end 
of the world. It was a cultural movement that had hit its inevitable dead end—so we're all feeling 
better about ourselves, but the species may still die?
So his and Amelia's decision to donate time and finances to and ultimately attend the 
Eschatology festival was a matter of eventuality. It was a movement born in part out of a 
competing cultural institution—acceptance. In the ideological mire of Fig's time, the common 
perception was that two roads lay ahead, but that binary distinction could be put to myriad and 
seemingly disparate configurations—global catastrophe or utopia, death or survival, hope or 
despair. Fig, Amelia, and many others their age had begun to see the writing on the wall and 
perceived the third route that made all the dissonant noise congeal to a hum—you could see that 
if humans ceased to exist, from the standpoint of human suffering and the whole of nature, it 
could be seen as a net gain. The people whose names had been publicly ensnared with the 
movement were already up there with Pontius Pilate. Fig had managed to duck most of that 
attention as a non-mainstream voice for socialist political enterprises and a speaker and author of 
the same. But many larger names had become headlining presences in the Eschatology scene— 
rumored sympathizers and benefactors included Carl Sagan's widow Ann Druyan (so far none 
had conclusively proved it), author Grant Morrison (whose association with Chaos Magic led 
many of his readers and members of the general, more-paranoid-than-average public to conclude 
the festival was the nexus of a deadly cosmos-breaking ritual), Anton Schubert and Natalia 
Rohrbach, the first selves in an individual body to be legally recognized as married in the world, 
and a vast array of musicians—which was what led to the format metamorphosing into a yearly 
music festival. Nonetheless, Fig had been sold on the concept when it was repeatedly shown that 
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the event would be anti-corporate and non-profit and any proceeds collected were to be put 
toward human and natural relief foundations worldwide.
Human avarice had guaranteed its demise, and all the political elite had managed to come 
up with was an “ah, but, there's still money to hoard.” The Eschatology acolytes offered a 
message of peace and hope—the forever quiet and ease of the dream of death. Fig, who as an 
increasingly pronounced socialist was by definition clinging to a semblance of intent to mobilize 
efforts to pull the planet out of its death drive, was not a member of the inner circle. Theirs was a 
tenebrous order, but he and Amelia had met each other through a common affection for the idea 
of it all—the orgiastic march into oblivion, the orgasmic, the sublime, the mortal conquest of 
Nature's vengeance and the relinquishing of all pain and struggle. If death was coming, it was 
time to start living.
It was a grand adventure of mischief. He was happy to share it with Amelia. He leaned 
toward her head and gave it a kiss. “Gotta pee,” he whispered and she moved away fretting the 
inconvenience. He slipped by her legs and into the aisle and stretched his body to move the blood 
and douse his aching ligaments as they snapped back into place. Oxygen followed the infernal 
blood channels and he maintained his balance in the narrow gloom. Peopled with sleepers, the 
darkness seemed to breathe.
Fig popped open the squat carpeted door to the lavatory, a tiny room lit mellow nicotine 
orange, a color that hid what must have been many stains on the walls. As he sat he loosed his 
bowels and shuddered with the relief of it. No new messages for Vivian. Or rather, no phone 
service. They had entered the thick of the Canadian backcountry by now. He got up and in the 
trim plastic rectangular mirror examined the bags under his eyes. The sallowness of his gaze. Fig 
had hollowed out over the years. But with that passage of time had come a feeling of heightened 
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cleanliness, and happiness. He was more optimistic than he had ever been. If nothing else, he 
hoped to die well.
As he exited the bathroom, he detected a frenzy of activity in the dark of the last row of 
seats. A painful moan erupted from it suddenly—he assumed that what he was hearing was a 
covert handjob. He wanted to get out of there quick but the smell stopped him dead—it was 
something partly untouchable by descriptors, but to Fig's olfactory lobes it was like something 
tangible—like a vapor of concentrated fear—sweat or breath or some tincture of bodily fluid—
A dribbling of fluid, a splash on the floor. The thin smell—a smell of wet, of hot metal 
and sweat. A material feeling to the air that smelled like panic. The smell of a cooped-up animal 
polluting the room with terror. Short hot breathing. Fig steadied himself for the journey back to 
his seat by placing hand on a neckrest. The smell was concentrated here. He looked into the pair 
of seats. The man he and Amelia had met at boarding was leaning over his seat companion, at 
work on something. Fig took two steps forward and saw that the man had inserted a knife into 
the neck of a young man with his head against the window and was actively sawing away at the 
cartilage and sinew and then the bone rooted in the back of the column of meat. The young 
man's headphones remained over his head, and his eyes were wide open as the man kept 
discretely hacking, his voicebox already destroyed. Fig lingered just long enough for the man 
with the knife to turn his white orb panther eyes into the lamp of Fig's phone light. Fig pressed 
through the aisle and located the beacon of Amelia's head of hair—he leaned in and said, 
“Amelia. Cort. Wake up. Cort. Hey. Get your things and move to the front of the bus. Right now. 
Get up. Now.”
Amelia could see Fig suitably well. Cort uttered sleepy nothings but grabbed his 
backpack and complied. Satisfied, Fig turned back to see that nothing appeared to be stirring in 
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the horizontal fathoms at the back of the bus. Cort and Amelia shuffled into the aisle with their 
backpacks and Fig pressed them forward. The bus driver asked if something was wrong. Fig 
squeezed past them and knelt beside the driver. “Pull the bus over. Someone is cutting someone 
up with a knife in the back. Pull over right now and let everyone off.”
On cue, the first scream went up. That could have meant the man with the knife had stood 
up. The driver didn't need anything more to go on. The air brakes issued a desperate sigh and all 
forward momentum wound down to a crawl into the gravel shoulder of the highway. Fig and 
Amelia and Cort flew through the door as soon as it was slung it open. Fig rushed down the 
length of the bus to get a view into the windows if he could against the total darkness. The cabin 
lights glowed on, and like curtains opening on a community production of Bosch's hell, the 
passengers had mostly stood up and focused on the action at the back—a man covered in blood 
holding a knife in one hand and in the other a severed slobbering human head gripped by the 
hair.
Though any of them hardly knew it, each of the three outside the bus was screaming for 
the others to get out. For a moment they could see a pair of men toward the back of the bus, 
paralyzed with either terror or imminent acts of bravery, consider tackling the knife assailant, but 
discouraged by human head in the man's right hand drizzling blood onto the aisle and the seats. 
He stepped closer to the men and held the knife point toward them, his mouth moving with 
inscrutable speech all the while, his eyes relatively calm. The stream of passengers crushed its 
girth through the aisle and pressed those to stumble and fall off the steps into the gravel. They 
sprawled and scrambled to either side of the door to help the others keep their footing as they 
hurried off, themselves beginning to shout the urgency of the situation to those closest the blood- 
soaked individual following them out.
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In the unthinkable hubbub, Fig lost sight of the man. The procession was more than 
halfway off the bus, but he couldn't see anyone with half his face coated with arterial spray. 
“I've lost him,” Fig confessed urgently. “Where is he?”
Amelia scrabbled with her backpack and produced the plastic pair of binoculars. She 
scanned the length of the bus for breathless seconds. “I don't see him,” she said. “He must be 
crouched.” They stood shiftless and panicked by the hulking bus, staring at the peculiar curl of 
blood spray faintly visible on the windowpane at the back row. Movement appeared at that spot 
on the window, and they took it to mean the man had returned to the decapitated corpse. Strange 
motion at the bottom edge of the window, only a fraction of it visible from their low sightline. It 
looked like the man had removed his shirt and was pumping his arm. By now everyone had 
departed the bus and stood staring at the idling Greyhound. Over the sounds the passengers 
made, slowly, came the low drone of speech from inside the bus. The man was chanting at 
volume, and he suddenly reared back, shirtless and coated in more dashes of blood, and raised a 
soaking-wet red lump in his hand. Slowly, the stunned audience came to recognize he had pulled 
out the corpse's heart. His expression was now glazed over, crazed, and he chanted words, 
projected the profundity of his action into the glass that swallowed nearly all the sounds he 
made. Many of the passengers had been ripped through the membrane of puzzled horror and 
were screaming litanies of outright terror.
Fig, straining as hard as he could to hear what the man said, begged Amelia to let him 
borrow the binoculars. The man paced back and forth in view of the passengers, making show of 
holding the head and heart aloft for all to see. “What's he saying,” Fig asked, but the sound he 
made was swallowed by the choral sea of sounding and listless abjection, of and ever­
replenishing terror seething from their mouths and glands. “Can you tell what he's saying?” He 
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looked to Cort to see that his features were stretched over his skull by his fear, rendering him 
almost unrecognizable. Amelia was at work and showed no such physiological infraction of any 
kind—she stared on at the man and the heart in his hand through the tiny lenses.
“I don't know,” Amelia said through a nearly closed throat. “It's like he's saying ‘here, 
here' over and over but I can't be sure.”
He slammed the heart into the window, smooshed the crimson fluids out of it onto the 
window. More retching from the crowd by the minute. A few of stouter nerve had gotten the 
baggage compartment open and one person wearing a baseball cap had produced a tire iron.
Fig stared into the bus and watched the man. He didn't know where it came from, but he 
had a devilish impulse to try to get the man to make eye contact with him. And though he could 
feel tears compounding in his eyelid ducts, he continued staring at the man to draw it out of him. 
But so far the man hadn't acknowledged Fig whatsoever. The man paused with the frenetic 
energies that had captivated him, and he turned to the front end of the bus and pounced into a 
dead sprint.
“The door!” Fig screamed. “Get the door!”
The man with the tire iron pounced out front and he and the bus driver collided with the 
closed door in time to bar it closed. The bloodied man inside struck the knifeblade against the 
door and screamed with an animalistic frenzy that to Fig felt performative rather than sincere— 
an observation he couldn't understand in the circumstances, but it stuck to his brain like a wet 
piece of paper and blew away—the man still had the heart in his hand and he held it up to his 
mouth to sink his teeth into it as curtly as a piece of fresh fruit, blaring his big eyes through the 
window of the door. He watched their faces as he fecklessly ripped pieces of heart muscle and 
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cartilage away with his teeth and eagerly swallowed each sliver of it. He resembled a child 
pounding spaghetti into his mouth, staining the corners of his lips with every bite.
For several minutes he concertedly chewed through the sinewy muscle and the difficult 
ventricles of the heart until all of it was gone.
Difficult indeed to parse the events as they unfolded. Most everyone contributed to the 
hum of pronounced distress at the roadside. What anyone was saying to one another was 
virtually impossible to understand and would not make sense to portray in any fashion. All that 
seemed to actually exist was what was visible to each participant in the action, and what that 
meant was itself a figure that was totally irreducible to description. The pounding of Fig's heart, 
the agitated twitch of the muscles around his eyes, the ragged breathing that kept him oxygenated 
though his vision appeared to adopt a heightened color temperature—the brilliant red of the man 
behind the bus door and the now identical red of the Greyhound livery on the outside and the 
relative cold of everything outside that hue.
“Emergency,” the man on the bus shouted into the door. “Get emergency.”
The sounds the man made were punctuated by a flush of dreadful sobs from the audience. 
Bored with their inaction, the man climbed back up the narrow steps and sat in the driver's seat. 
He looked over the dash and the steering wheel and seemed to astutely recognize each apparatus 
and their function.
“Fuck,” said the man in the ballcap, clenching his tire iron. “Does he have the key?” he 
asked the driver.
The driver searched his person with a delirious and automatic motions, and turned up no 
key. They saw it sitting in the bus ignition dangling a blue lanyard. “Fuck,” they said in unison.
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The man turned the key and the men at the front of the bus dashed around the front corner 
of the bus. The driver flipped open the hood with four adroit motions. Fig could hear the 
transmission prodding the gearbox as the hijacker searched for the correct selection. The bus 
leapt a full three feet forward, sending the men sprawling backward. They caught their footing 
and appraised the attitude of the bus. The gears ground horribly. The front end bobbling on the 
front axle. He'd stalled, but they didn't have a lot of time. “Shit. Shit, Aw, shit,” the driver cried. 
Driver and Ballcap sprang back in and severed the key component from the engine block that 
made the whole configuration give up its ghost. Fig saw the man fruitlessly hammering the gas 
pedal. The engine hissed and the solitude of sound their company produced resumed. The man at 
the wheel sat quietly for a long time as if tackling an imponderable problem with a dauntless 
serenity of mind and silence of mannerisms. Several hands swiped sweat from their faces and 
flung it into the dirt or rubbed it into clothing.
They all watched as the man got up and returned to the back of the bus. He began 
kneading his hands together in the vicinity of the body. He then reappeared at the window and 
began painting thick letters onto the glass with blood heaped into the broad of his palm and a 
patient and affectionate hand:
STAY FOREVER
The message, Fig observed, was not inverted on the window from their author's 
perspective, meaning the message was not intended for those outside the bus—it seemed 
reasonable that it had been put up as some form of reminder for the man himself.
He resumed pacing up and down the aisle. He jabbered to himself unintelligibly, stopping 
to speak to or check in on invisible passengers in various seats. Once in a while he would pick up 
the head again and puppet its mouth as he chanted. He would attack it other times with the knife, 
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send bits of it flying off in grisly filets. Fig saw the man take tiny little bits of something into his 
mouth. He asked Amelia, still surveying the man through the birdwatching binoculars, if she 
could see what he was eating. She reported that she thought she had seen him swallow an ear but 
couldn't tell what else.
The crowd stood motionless in a sense but the sustained and pronounced terror was 
unmistakable and suggested a desire to sprint the length of the highway. Many pressed their 
phones to the sides of their faces but by the look of it no calls were hitting any cell towers. Still 
no car had approached. The group had appeared to reach a place of total exhaustion with the 
adrenaline and ongoing trauma of having borne witness to whatever it was they had seen. Some 
had started to fight through it by proposing ideas—could they get in and use the CB radio to get 
in touch with local police? Could they subdue the knifeman? Variations of this meandering 
thinking spun round and round the group but components Fig saw as crucial to such ideation 
were continually neglected—too much risk involved and the reward far too meager when they 
sat on the side of a major highway. Help was bound to arrive at some point. But Ballcap in 
particular liked some of it and latched onto the idea of beating the living shit out of the man. 
When the man roved close to the door again, Ballcap beat the tire iron on the door to try to get 
his attention. “Hey! We're gonna kill you, you motherfucker. We're comin' in.”
“Stop,” Fig said. “Don't do that.”
There wasn't a hint of sapience in Ballcap's face. The man was a mass of flinching 
muscle. “Well what the fuck are we gonna do?” Ballcap asked. “Sit around and watch him make 
candles out of the kid?”
“Not much we can do until the mounties show up,” Fig said.
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“Or I could go in there and break every bone in his body. He's just a little guy. He ain't 
have the element of surprise anymore.”
“I think we're at quota for insane violence, Ballcap,” Fig said. “Let's give it a minute 
here. We've got him trapped. Highway patrol will be along.”
“What the fuck are you talking about.”
As foretold, headlights appeared and vaulted down the long hill. The crowd lined up at 
the edge of the road or stood in the middle of it. The white pickup truck slowed when it saw their 
aggregated numbers by the road, and inched up alongside them. By the livery on the passenger 
door, the truck belonged to a construction contractor of some stripe.
De facto leader Ballcap ran into the fray to say what needed said: “Hey! You gotta get to 
town and get the cops down here! We've got a fucking murderer on the bus!”
The contractor, hanging on the steering wheel, looked out the back window of the cab 
and appraised the bus, and then the swarm of observers. “All right,” he said. He looked at the bus 
again and at the road stretching up the next hill. He glowered out at them again in the thrumming 
quiet. “Town's 40 minutes away. Anybody jumping in?”
Several people awkwardly positioned themselves on the steel toolchests that occupied 
most of the truck bed. The passenger door had been popped open by some terrified someone, but 
before they could climb in a young woman announced she was pregnant and climbed into the 
pickup cab and placed her bag between her knees and situated herself in the seatbelt and stared 
straight forward. Ballcap ran up to the truck and with a commanding tone asked her to remember 
to call the police as soon as she saw that she had signal on her phone. The woman showed? no 
clear or audible response to this conversation whatsoever apart from sticking Ballcap with a brief 
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and totally blank pair of eyes. Without any word that group took off into the thin purple light of 
early morning.
Fig turned back to examine the bus, and he saw that Amelia and Cort stood at the door, 
their faces close together and pointed in the same direction, away from Fig, likely trying to get 
an angle on the aisle. From where he stood he couldn't see the man with the knife.
Without a moment's warning, Cort's body began to contort—like he'd been seized with a 
powerful but silent coughing fit, scrunching up and reeling back open at a violent speed, his feet 
arrhythmically cutting backward through the gravel. Fig ran up as Amelia started crying out in 
surprise. Fig ran his eyes over everything as quickly as he could. Cort's face was tensed up to be 
nearly unrecognizable—the bony face had further stretched his skin over it so as to make him 
appear almost thirty years older by the deepening lines. It was a distressing sight, but there was 
telltale foam of spit dribbling off his lips.
“He must be epileptic. Give him room.”
Neither of them touched Cort now and Cort appeared to retain a bit of knowingness in his 
eyes and collapsed with a few seemingly more crisp convulsions. He lowered himself to the 
ground and continued to twitch while hacking dryly through his throat.
Amelia watched and the terror her body had endured over the past hour had been 
profound and it was still poisoning her system. But she was good in that situation and Fig knew 
that she would be. She snapped to and placed her soft backpack underneath Cort's head in the 
gravel. “We need to keep time,” Fig said. “What time is it?”
Amelia got her phone out. “Five forty-four.”
“Okay.”
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The others had heard Amelia crying out and they had come over to see about it. When 
Ballcap ran up on the scene he had the tire iron gripped firmly in his hand, as if ready to crack 
any one of the three square on the cranium. He slid slightly in the gravel and hurriedly looked it 
over to say, “Seizure?”
“Yes,” Amelia said.
Ballcap spontaneously threw a hand out and grabbed Cort by the jaw, and was already 
trying to horizontally fit the tire iron between his teeth.
This threw Fig into a simple sort of rage. He hurled himself at Ballcap but the latter 
proved a semi-clairvoyant of automatic motion and threw an elbow into Fig's ribs. Amelia had 
started shouting and several other members of the chorus echoed her, imploring Ballcap to cut it 
out and leave the stricken man alone. But he persisted and it came down to the bus driver and 
Amelia physically pushing him away. Ballcap's eyes had broadened in the whites and Fig had 
crumpled up a little on the roadside to get his wind back.
“Hey! Hey!” someone screamed. The insurgent terror in the voice unmistakable. “That 
window's broken!”
Fig scraped up his hands getting to his feet, heaving small belts of air into his chest. On 
the highway side of the bus, the screamer had been correct—somehow the window had been 
smashed open and no one had heard it. This meant a number of things that Fig had not been 
prepared for, and so too had the crowd audibly issued its grievances but he fought to ignore them 
and sort through the information. The black glass of the bus lay on the ground and there was no 
movement within. It looked like the man had flown the coop—but how? He had to have found 
something in a bag like a hammer. They would have heard a gunshot. But quickly scanning the
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area around showed no sign of him—no blood-spattered naked back slipping through the trees or 
figure sprinting any direction along the highway.
When Fig realized he was still corporeal, he felt the chilly feeling of sudden solitude on 
him. Amelia was still next to Cort, but almost everyone else had split—running off into the 
fucking woods. Ballcap and Busdriver were still there, standing back to back searching for any 
sign of the man with the knife. Eventually they ran toward what they agreed was a likely egress 
route for the man with the knife. Fig scrambled over to the side of Cort and was relieved that he 
had come out of the seizure. His face and arms had relaxed and he stopped convulsing altogether.
“Cort?” Fig said. “You with us?”
He was slow to acknowledge the question, but he grunted a vague conciliatory note, to 
either respond, or to clear his throat and gather air.
Amelia had started to look around them. Fig held Cort's hand and offered him a sip of 
water. Cort took it and his eyes began that wall-eyed motion of searching for the knifeman. Fig 
did the same, hurling his head around trying to get inspired to make some kind of decision. Only 
limited signs of human activity—a couple people had started jogging up the highway to keep as 
much visibility as they could before leaping into the first car they could get to stop, whenever it 
would come. Fig didn't like this option—sticking to the bus meant that if help came, they'd be 
more visible. Everyone else appeared to have bolted into random corners of the forest on either 
side of the road. That offered protection if you happened on a good hiding spot. No one had yet 
come back from the woods as far as he could see. Probably this meant they were clambering up 
trees or digging foxholes with their fingernails. Fig was radially split into three equal pieces on 
the matter: tree, foxhole, or wait to die?
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“I think we should get out of sight. And I might need to take a huge stress shit pretty 
soon.”
“OK,” she said. Appraising him bitterly. “Yeah, that sounds good.”
They didn't acknowledge the problem of moving Cort. At least not verbally. But Cort had 
seen the look they had given one another. “I can walk,” he ventured. A peculiar elongation of the 
words, a type of watery drawl. “Help me up.”
“Not yet,” Fig said. “Not before we know where we're going.” Amelia scanned the 
highway in either direction. In the foothills the approach of headlights could be obscured 
intermittently, and the towering evergreens thereupon could provide them further cover, so she 
kept searching. Fig, feeling the snarl of his intestines flinch against its oppressive burden, began 
beating against the door to rattle the tire iron out of the barricaded configuration between the 
latchspace and the pane of metal on the opposite side of the thin window. As he did so, he felt a 
peculiar tugging at his shin. A cold thrill shot from that origin point. Fig stopped and saw that 
Cort had grasped at him in a fit of apparent panic, and he was now struggling to scramble away 
from the bus. It sounded like Cort was trying to sputter Look, look!
Fig dropped to the ground. Nothing underneath—but, on the opposite side, what he 
slowly understood to be a pair of feet in some sort of pajama onesie. Powder blue and a material 
that looked like shag carpet.
He leapt to his feet and grabbed Amelia's wrist. “Amelia,” Fig whispered. “Someone's 
on the other side of the bus.”
Amelia didn't sit with this information—she instantaneously metabolized it into action. 
“Who?” she whispered back, stooping to help Cort to his feet.
“I don't know,” Fig said, “some Cookie Monster motherfucker.”
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“Ok.” She had fit her shoulder into Cort's armpit. A thin pumice-colored smear of dried 
saliva coated one side of his face. Fig took up the other half.
Out of fear they might be heard, no one spoke while they hobbled off the side of the road 
and began to pick through the dense vegetation at the edge of the timbers. Cort was determined 
to carry some of his own weight as the panic in his bearers was seen to be rising. He pressed his 
feet into the earth with increasing trepidation and valiance. Fig was relieved to have him taking 
some of the weight off him. The desire to bolt as hard as he could into the cover of trees in a 
random direction was overwhelming, but he knew that was not an option, no matter what 
happened, even if it mean that he would die. Amelia carried herself identically, but he would not 
have read it as such had Cort not been there—it would have been codified as chivalry. But Fig 
did not feel a fear for death as much as he felt a fear of the death of his honor—but it was not 
gendered. He believed this, and relished the absurdity of how strongly he felt it despite the 
circumstances—he was willing to give his life in solidarity if he had to. He felt it unilaterally for 
himself and for Amelia and for Cort, a relative stranger. They had been with him through the 
dark night, and he'd stay at their sides, from here all the way to there.
Amelia ruggedly whispered over their breathing. “Five hundred thirty-four paces from 
the highway. Due east. Or,” she said, “close to it. West to get back.”
Neither Fig nor Cort responded with thanks, but their silent assent and appreciation could 
be felt in the pronounced tension. About then they found where the downhill climb opened into a 
clearing and the morning sun had lit crimson a narrow stream gargling in a rocky gully, steep 
sheer cliffs of basalt and limestone shorn open by a bend of mountain runoff. Water so cold it 
would be indecipherable to human senses—something you could tell just by looking at it. The 
red sun roaring behind the purple clouds. The peace of gently tossing fern fronds and cypress 
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fingers. The twisted grasses along the stream, the bed of pebbles inside the canyon. They sidled 
up to the canyon wall as they neared the water. Amelia got out the binoculars and whirled up 
toward the top of the visible clearing to see if anyone came through after them. They were 
mostly obscured from sight, so Fig helped Cort to a seat on a broad and soggy cedar bough 
discarded by floodwater. Fig assumed by their surroundings that all it would take was an 
unperceivable rain shower four miles away to render the three of them dead in this tiny basin. 
They had crawled into a natural coffin. A place where vertebrates had for a billion years sought 
to quietly die and mingle their material into the flowing water, to send it on its way.
Amelia punched Fig's chest with the side of her hand. She handed him the binoculars and 
pointed further north along the stream. A small group of bus passengers had taken up a near 
identical hiding spot about four hundred feet away. Fig and Cort, when they saw the others, tried 
to wave to them to see if they'd reciprocate. He could see that the bus driver was among them 
but could hardly recognize anybody else—no Ballcap evident in the area.
“Something's wrong. Look.”
The faces of the people over there had taken on a new sour quality—something between 
nonplussed and distressed. As soon as Fig, Amelia, and Cort realized what that probably meant, 
a figure in a puffy blue animal suit walked matter of factly into view, only a few paces away 
from them. The footsteps had been totally silenced by the padding underfoot—the man in the suit 
came walking into their little pow-wow as though it had come at great effort and had been a 
journey of considerable personal sacrifice. But now it had come to a close and the body language 
of the furry blue suit indicated that finally, sanctuary had ushered him in from the howling vortex 
of hell outside their company. The figure came over to sit on the log between Fig and Cort. 
Amelia pressed her body into a cleft between sharp shelves of stone. The man took off the head 
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of the suit and revealed the familiar coat of blood spray on the exsanguinated face, finally issued 
a pronounced huff of exhaustion effused through him. Sweat had rinsed the black arterial blood 
to new areas of his face, but it was him, the man with the knife. “Fig,” Amelia breathed. Fig and 
Cort had not moved, but Amelia was on the verge of darting off. Fig needed to act in the next 
three or four seconds.
Fig extended his hand to the man. The man looked at his hand and then moved the fuzzy 
globular animal helmet from his right underarm to the other to extend his blue mittened palm and 
close it over Fig's. “Fig,” Fig said.
“Vic,” said the man. He had said it with a very sane-seeming nod of his head. As they 
held each other's open and sincere eye contact, Fig thought he could hear Amelia calling him 
above the din.
“Fig, I need you to talk to me. I need you to tell me the truth. Are you going to try 
talking to him? Answer me right now.”
“Yes.” He turned partway to face Amelia. “Go see if you can find the bad guy.” His eyes 
were pleading.
About then they saw that the knife had come back into existence. It had materialized in 
the man's lap through some interval that none of them had observed. Amelia kept watch of Vic 
as she crossed past him to take Cort by the wrist. The two of them stood and began a dreadful 
trek up the hillside toward the highway. Vic squinted after them as they staggered through the 
tall grass. He seemed to not have seen the other group upriver.
Vic took the knife into a firm inverted grip and began chopping the point of the blade into 
the moist flesh of the log beneath them. Fig flinched with the first one and the man kept the 
motion up, firm, jagged motions continually puncturing the moist bough. He did it with an 
96
unnervingly rhythmic motion, and meanwhile he appeared to be contemplating the beauty of the 
red sun on the glistening mountain water. His lips moved with soundless murmurings. He stuck 
the blade into the log and leaned over to set down the head of the tapir suit. As he did so, his 
hands began to pull at the suit to search for the zipper along the seam of the fluffy white 
underbelly. Fig shot his hand out and grabbed the knife and with a perfect harmony of motion, 
jerked the blade out of the soft wood and hurled the knife into the water. Vic paused to see what 
the motion he had felt through the log indicated, and he had seen in time the knife fly through the 
air and ker-thunk into the stream. He appeared to calculate for a moment and then he turned to 
Fig, holding open the neck of the blue fur suit in either hand, and wore a patient but otherwise 
un-disclosing facial expression.
“I'm sorry,” Fig said. “I'm sorry about that, Vic.”
“Don't be sorry,” Vic said. “Don't be sorry!” He stood up and he seemed to have grown a 
handful of inches since he sat down—that or else the suit had obscured his figure, or else 
scattered the sensory output of his physical proportions in a significant fashion that 
discombobulated Fig's sense of continuity. He extended both hands to Fig. Fig watched the 
man's eyes and gave him his hands. They began to move together—Fig stood and followed Vic's 
sideways gait to the edge of the water, and Vic held Fig with a trusting gaze. In the blue tapir 
suit, Vic took the first step into the blistering cold of the water gargling over the smooth stones. 
Fig did as he did. They helped each other keep balance as they took blind steps into the poor 
brown water, and the lacerating cold covered more and more of Fig's body. A fire had been lit in 
his brain by the raw, transfixing pain of its chilling grasp. He could see that Vic felt it too—he 
had an identical laborious rhythm of breathing, gnashing his teeth to it.
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They stopped when the water was up to their navels. Vic looked Fig over to decide 
whether he'd be able to speak in the fastidious pain of the water running over his quivering body. 




A riddle. Each word had been etched brightly as though in the air in the form of hissing 
streams of flame behind the head of the man. Second in sequence. Something that comes after 
something else. Operator of understanding. Scattered verbiage—probably some form of 
misdirection. A funhouse mirror of meaning, placed correctly in part two. Sound of silence. Paul 
Simon. Wrong—first in sequence. He noticed that the first letter of each clause spelled out SOS, 
but he couldn't see a way forward by noticing that. This distressed Fig a bit but he kept to task. It 
had the sound of prompting a short response—probably an object riddle. It was meant to sound 
imposing and diffuse. It lacked a narrative inflection—this meant that each component was not 
as much part of a contiguous whole, but disparate bits of information to be solved separately.
Three signifying fragments—three descriptors. It's a basic combination lock. Line the 
numbers up right and it'll snap open—second in sequence, number two. No, zero then one. 
Number one. Operator of understanding—the presence of a one as opposed to nothing. Sound of 
silence! the loneliest number.
No, that was the trap. He had halted his thinking at the outer lip of the snare and caught 
the word in his own throat. It's alphabetic, not alphanumeric. Second in sequence, letter B. 
Operator of understanding, driver of the word at the front, letter U. Sound of the letter S.
“Bus.”
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The man came closer. Something in the nature of his movement had changed—he moved 
like a spider, slowly but without approximation despite the weight of the water flowing over him. 
He appraised Fig again with a forlorn rationale. It had evolved subtly, and into what he could not 
yet deduce. He waited to know more before he made any sort of decision. Vic came forward and 
took Fig's hands and helped him to sit down in the water. Smooth stones lay at the shallow edge 
where the earth sloped into the narrow stream. When they were situated, the man produced the 
head of the tapir suit and placed it over his own, and sat quietly in the water, the large eyes of the 
animal showing clear-white, the blue fur jeweled with droplets of ice water. Finally, Vic shouted 
from inside the mask, over the ripping water, the sound distorted but simultaneously bullhorning 
out of the neck opening:
Faster and faster speaks the master
He teaches them each to make the prudent reaches
For the silver heart of the wicked arts
Like putty pressed onto the newspaper, Fig had successfully snatched each word and 
embossed them into himself so well that he could practically read them repeatedly. Which was a 
good thing, because Fig's early impression of this one was that it was a stunner. Faster and faster 
speaks the master. Nursery rhyme sonic qualities. Improvised. The cavity of terror had grown 
considerably in Fig's stomach as he looked over the second line and then the closing passage, 
upon which no contextual or structural mechanisms revealed themselves as logical stepping 
stones for his own feet, which he could not see. The water had shaken his confidence. Fig was 
deeply frightened. He could see in his peripheral vision, he thought, with a watery uncertainty, 
Amelia and Cort peering from the line of trees at them, but Fig dared not look away from Vic's 
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quiet tapir face. The water swirled around his body. Cold and bitter. Fig reached downward into 
the pebbles before his folded legs.
Fig's fingers touched the rubber hilt of the hunting knife. His hand closed around it with 
a cool finesse despite the explosive current. He'd never let it go. It would require a very specific 
set of words to make that happen. He pulled the knife out of the water and saw its silver edge 
come alight in the sun, the water droplets sputtering off its point. Vic moved forward and 
removed the animal head from his shoulders and domed it over Fig's skull, and Fig accepted it 
with a slow forward bow. He could only make out a few things through the moist thin circles in 
the fabric that roughly corresponded to the position of his eyes. The yellow banks of the river 
and the cloudy motion of the water. Over it all, Fig could suddenly hear a large and faraway 
musical note, a blurry chill of sound that implied a nearing of proximity, and then he could 
understand the sound as the wail of a police siren and the chirrup of its signal horn as the 
vehicles crawled to the side of the highway. But Vic did not appear to hear what he heard. Vic 
stood before him as the largest thing Fig could see, looking in, as though to check that Fig had a 
viable airway through which to breathe. An equipment check of sorts. He then reached to the 
surface of the water where Fig's forearms tread dreamily against the current. Vic then gently 
grabbed Fig by the wrists and brought them close together to close Fig's hands on the hilt of the 
knife. He then guided Fig's hands to move the point away from Fig's chest and toward his own 
at a roughly ninety degree angle. Vic again leaned in to peer into where the porous fabric 
aperture allowed Fig to see. Vic said:
Enter feechas may
What had he said? Vic only stared into the mask. It was an understood element of the 
game that he'd never say it again. Enter features? Enter what? Enter features? Latin. It's a Latin 
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word. Interficias. An order to kill. Kill who? Me. Pronounced may. Clock expiring. Pencils 
down. This was all he had.
Fig leaned forward and with an unsteady, frank and horrified correction of motion, held 
his cold hands as steadily as he could to keep from dropping the knife. He held the hilt in his left 
hand and moved his right palm to the flat back of the hilt. Fig wanted to make a good show of 
giving it a good try. The point wavered before the stir of black hair intermittently splotting Vic's 
pale chest, matted over with the black and gummy arterial spray, and Fig steadied himself to put 
his weight into the knife, and push it forward as far it would go. Closer. Vic kept the gentle hold 
on Fig's wrists, his face contorting with melodic, even, and sharp intakes of breath, sputtering 
stream water thickened with human blood onto Fig's mask and clothing. Fig steadied a final 
time, and prepared to do the trick.
“Hey!”
Fig looked over his left shoulder but could not see who was over there before he felt that 
he had been toppled over, and the mask had been punched off his head. Around then, either 
during or after, he had heard the sound of the gunshot, but the rest of him was catching up to the 
knowledge of it.
Blood had shot from Fig's nose, and he could taste it, and the feeling of a deluge of liquid 
escaping from him began to concentrate into a specific feeling, which occurred at the back of his 
head. Fig began to panic at this time. He sloshed in the water to try to catch himself on his feet, 
but he couldn't, and he fell all the way over and was submerged for a moment. His hand shot 
upward and caught onto the rim of the overturned animal helmet and he was able to push against 
the smooth pebbles underneath to get to his feet, and he realized almost instantaneously that he 
was deaf. He touched the back of his head and could feel a gaping hole at the base of his skull.
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He took what he considered his final look at everything. He could feel that he was going down. 
Vic was standing perfectly still in the water. He also noticed that the animal helmet had stayed in 
place in the water, rather than floating downstream. No feeling of moving water on his hips. No 
pain on the head wound—not yet.
Fig tried to spin his body to the left to get a look at the hillside. An impressionist's smear 
of contrasted color in the hillside indicated a human presence stood in the grass. If Fig squinted 
at it he could see that it held a gun, and represented the faint blue and red-white light from 
somewhere far inside the trees. The grass had been painted in a way to indicate a gentle motion 
in the leaves and strands with miniature flicks from the brush tip. Cattycornered from that in the 
line of the trees the terrified splots of faces peering from inside the shadowed boughs.
He could hear music, but soon he realized he wasn't hearing it per se—it was more like 
the percussion of music was seeping through his skin, rather than into his eardrums. It was 
Depeche Mode, but it was an element of his consciousness producing it, not something that came 
from without. It was a droning bar of seesawing chords from “Any Second Now” and it repeated 
over and over as his thinking attempted to troubleshoot and recalibrate, reminiscent of a 
computer debug program running smoothly despite the introduction of some incongruous chaos 
without apparent cause or solution. The sounds of a digital melody seemed to occupy an identical 
framework of whatever brain activity was occurring as he tried to perceive (remember?) what 
was happening to him in the present moments, and it made the sounds of the music while his 
brain chugged away at the interpretive motions. It was his blood moving through the vessels in 
his ears. It was so quiet that he could hear it. The slosh and the push through the microscopic 
capillaries. The light had become brighter somehow.
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Difficult as it was to move his legs through the oily water, he fought for what seemed an 
hour to take four paces to silent Vic. The rendering was almost photo-realistic, but nonetheless 
Fig could see that it was rendered with a careful and mathematically derived volume of oil paints 
to perfectly appear as human skin in the smaller red light of a sunrise. Fig placed his hands over 
the face of Vic and moved his thumbs over his cheekbones, testing the texture. Fig's hands were 
wet and the paint appeared to have not yet completely settled.
With a harder press of his thumbs, Fig's thumbnails dug into the paint, and revealed that 
the paint was a high-tech grade of colored clay. He punched into the form of Vic, spreading his 
features as he moved their structure into a disfigured radial heap of flesh-toned clay. He learned 
quickly that it was a thick membrane of sculpted clay with the physical properties of an Easter 
bunny—a sculpted outer shell with nothing inside, fired gently to solidify it. As Fig's hands 
peeled into Vic's face, he could no longer see him as Vic, but what that meant was that he 
himself was this same material, and equally dredged up from the clay that mimicked the river 
and the feeling of stony pebbles and the bank and the sky itself. Just as hollow. Fig's hands used 
their clay to move Vic's face open in a series of thick fleshy lobes or petals, like a voluptuous 
flower arranged onto neither stamen nor pistols but total emptiness.
Fig was rather shocked by all this, but the clay smeared into its fabulous designs all about 
him lay silent. He tried to move through the thick river paint, and it would not release him 
without a heroic fight. It lay still as all he could see. Until, over that untroubled silence, once he 
had gotten about five feet away the clay that had been called Vic appeared to move all on its 
own. Its face, opened up in the shape of a flower, moved the intact mouth to speak, with the 
audacity and careful alacrity of a gargoyle springing sightlessly to life:
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“Are you lost, world diver?” The hollowed skull lay open behind the out-turned clay. It 
had turned to make show of looking straight at Fig with that opening a peculiar sensory 
apparatus that could hear and speak. But when it had spoken it had said words that appeared to 
carry no sound but could be plainly heard through some infernal transfer of information 
occurring through other and imponderable physical means. Its mouth lay fixed in a devious 
smile.
“Quiet. You cannot confuse me.” It had known how to make the sounds that were not 
sounds. It could not explain, still partially ensnared in thinking of itself as Fig, how it was able to 
do it. He was the scene itself. He was the putty that had molded it into three dimensions, to 
actualize not as clay but as a realm. Fig tried to turn his body around, and he realized he had been 
looking at the problem all wrong—he could move in the water with considerably less difficulty 
by a simple alteration of perspective. Were he to move, as the “streamwater,” in the rhythm of 
Fig's attempts to move his legs, it helped him flow with time and the moving water rather than 
against its inert state of unmoving, gluey liquid. If he flowed, Fig could move with it, as freely as 
a leaf on the top of the water. Not fig but it. Distinct in some way. Not separate but distinct. A 
feature that moved in the landscape, associated, and even described by, the thinking and 
perception of its movement within the parameters that included its physical form and excluded 
that without. Obviously, this was an unfortunate delusion that thing had. It was the mountains 
visible through the clearing in the riparian trees. It was those trees, and the putty could take any 
form it wished with the right perspective and experience of time and spatial qualities that atomic 
energy produced. The “mind” inside the hollow structure of Fig was catching a weird glimpse 
over the horizon. But its terror and sense of its self splintering open did not impress the clay, or 
much less the countless other stick figures not far away, nor the sleeping stone of the planet and 
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its boiling innards or the sky itself or the stars or the dark matter holding them loosely together 
for a short while, and so on. And the information suddenly winked out of being.
The nexus of pain lay open around. The organ-piping of the walls enclosed it as a space 
of seemingly indeterminate size, something always shifting when attempted to be understood as 
three dimensional. Visions of a body—supermassive and outside time, and thus incongruous, 
unless recognized as an order of a conscious self. An indefinable and inscrutable body, chitinous 
though infinitely proportioned, like an undying and all powerful insect that appeared to lack any 
closed system of biology—it spanned on and on. Puzzled by having inhabited four-dimensional 
living, hovered inside a void of imprecise distances and spatial relations, but it could sense the 
chitinous body and reflexive, numerous limbs and sensory apparatus, many of which had been 
sunk into at least as many liquid globules, each containing and insular depiction of something 
that was experienced simultaneously by the multifaceted mindspace the body exhibited. It felt 
satisfaction and a measure of relief when it observed the machination of time had ceased across 
the board and that this interruption could be mended almost immediately. The mandibles flexed 
over the space of an eon with the ponderous-irritation of the interruption and it drew on the 
memories of what to do in this situation from an earlier and nearly identical interruption in 
another worldscape. The proboscis that originated deep within the central body cavity fluctuated 
inside its capacious enclosure, and pushed back through the slippery cavern that ran up the limb 
and slipped back out the opening between the tiny hook-like appendages and made the globule 
flinch on reentry, which gave it a slight wobble that issued a forlorn sonic distortion as the 
proboscis resumed its attachment to the cellular core of the globule through which four­
dimensional sensory information was attained. The connection with the node had been 
reestablished and he could feel the tips of his fingers as Fig, flinching softly in the dirt, the 
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feeling of hands suddenly sinking into his skin, the spectre of sound swimming over his earlobes, 
the drizzle of his blood into the dirt beneath the lobes of parted skin. Electricity swam his nerves, 
out and out and out, pulsing like a dying star, but the biorhythms had not been disastrously 
nicked. In his right hand, his wet fingers closed around a slippery metal object. It was the bullet, 
cooling in his blood but still burning his fingertips. He was still alive.
Fig woke up in a small cream-colored room. Bedsheets drawn tight over his figure. They 
had gotten him to the hospital. That seemed to come in a hurry. He couldn't feel much more than 
a bandage and a sore on the back of his head where the skull and upper neck were joined. A new 
ache that felt familiar, and maybe old. Old—his body was older. He could feel that immediately. 
His mother sat in the room with him. She appeared satisfied that she had done the unthinkable 
and been the one who had stuck around to see him wake up. She had won the parenting lottery 
today, a thing she hadn't felt in going on 20 years, and the relief and joy was unmistakable in her 
waifish, non-calculating countenance.
“There's Fig,” she said.
He lay pinned into the bed as if something huge had stamped him into it. His fingernails 
tore rhythmically into the fabric of the sheet underneath him but could not quite seem to 
penetrate it. The look his mother gave him had entered a terrifying but familiar phase of peaceful 
frustration with all the trouble she'd always been put through by those nearest her.
Sweat poured out of Fig's body. The notion that he might experience this as a rosy fade­
in with soap opera lighting standing burning against the black, had transfixed him into a state of 
total panic. It had been the expectation of it that had flipped his switch. It was not a quiet period 
of swelling relief for the viewers—it was a feeding frenzy of neurological cross-chatter, 
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whipping him up into panic just with the noise it made in his skull, and it went ripping away in 
broad waves throughout his body.
Astoundingly, Fig found in this state that he was able to understand that he was 
experiencing a form of neurological condition that nearly no other human had ever 
experienced—the psychiatric shockwave of a dose of medical grade mescaline had transmuted 
itself and resumed its rolling wave across the gulf, the void, of a coma. However long it had 
been. He couldn't say—it was if his mind had been frozen and stuck into storage, then thawed 
out again inside his skull in the precise state it had been in before going under. Fig felt a twitch 
of powerful relief and satisfaction to recognize not only the truly out-there truth of it, but the 
knowability of it. He could hear harmony and even spin the discord out of it, simply by thinking 
about it, weighing the possibilities, and comparing the question to what had been encoded in the 
putty of the eternal stream of existence, melding itself into this this then this.
“How are you feeling?” she asked him, having set the magazine, still open, over her knee.
Fig had lived before. In a year that would come to be known as 966 BC, he had been a 
potter who ate mushrooms brought down in a wicker basket from Mt. Sinai and gotten into an 
argument with the brother of his wife about the possibility that he was a sort of messiah who had 
been given to the earth in order that he begin to do the work that would begin the great healing of 
mankind. When the brother came to understand his speech to be encoded with hints that he 
wished to kill him, his sister, and then himself after a spree of calculated and jealous murders, the 
brother grabbed a heavy pick and swung it into his brother in law's skull. At that moment, with 
the psilocybin interference amid the skull splitting open and the prefrontal cortex being nicked, 
the brain tricked into feeling the fire of hell gnawing underneath it, and the man actually did 
open himself to infinity, and to all the intractable thereafter, and had seen it for himself, and died 
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with the secret of it all still inside him, unknown in an anonymous grave, no one hardly ever 
realizing that he was gone.
“Not so bad,” Fig said. “I think I survived being shot in the head.”
“Yes, you did.”
Twelve thousand years before that man lived, a young girl passed through her rite of 
womanhood in the thick oak forests of her ancestors' lands. In the middle of the ceremony as she 
sat mounted on a broken stag on which the girls rode for a day and a night to the eastern river 
basin to bathe, she was overcome with a powerful dread of the looming trees. For, two hours 
after she had departed from the center of the village into the woods, the hashish had begun to 
flay open the flesh of her thinking, and she opened like a flower to the apparent hole that opened 
in the sky above her. Two of the girl's cousins sat in a tree awaiting her passage, and they fired 
an arrow into her left eye. As the metal tore through her eye and the arrow sunk itself into the 
core of her skull, the girl was granted a vision of how to cut away most of the arrow shaft and 
sharpen it to a point to return fire and kill her attackers, and she followed the instructions she had 
been given and slew them. She rode the day and the night to the water and rose above it and on 
emergence from the river basin was rescued by her family and treated medically, and for the 
space of an age, the fire of her rage burned in the hearts of her people, and her image was 
worshipped as a symbol of righteous vengeance in the name of a peaceful dominion, but when 
her descendants were wiped away in a pre-Briton land grab, her cult was eradicated from the 
earth and her blood was returned to the material beneath it all, ground into the soil of the same 
forest.
“I am,” Fig said, “so motherfucking thirsty.”
“Fig,” his mother said, “Language.”
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“Yeah,” Fig said. “Maybe that was a little too Oedipal.” He flinched with a great onset of 
pain.
“Like you'd have a shot with me anyway,” she said.
“Jesus Christ,” he said.
She handed him a paper cup full to the brim with splintering-cold water. He froze the 
teeth at the back of his mouth with it and choked it into his throat. Everything, absolutely every 
part of him, was coming alive with astounding pain. It flailed over his body like a part- 
immaterial cat-of-nine-tails, broad lashes of it articulated down to finer contact points. It was 
wild—he'd never felt anything like this before.
“How do I look?” he ventured.
“The swelling is pretty bad, but you're all there. Remains to be seen if everything still 
works, but it's all there.” She now turned to the open door to the hallway and waved her hand, 
and someone in the scrubs with the floral top and the hot pink pants stepped in on pearly white 
sneakers, walking toe to toe.
“Hey, Fig,” the nurse said. “How're you feeling?”
He appeared to have full control of his extremities. But this came at a profound cost—if 
he even twitched his toes or moved his fingers slightly, nauseating and extreme pain radiated 
from the points where muscles or tendons were activated and echoed throughout the whole of his 
body. It was enough, he estimated, to count as a type of paralysis—like a show elephant taught to 
fear the bull hook, Fig was already and totally convinced that he should never attempt to move 
again.
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“A lot better than I expected,” Fig said, with the pain of moving his jaw giving him the 
feeling that his face was melting off, ropes of liquid flesh peeling off and flopping onto his chest. 
“The pain is incredible.”
“Stay with us just a minute. Do you know where you are?”
“The set of Grey's Anatomy.”
“Let's hold on to the jokes for a minute, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Do you remember what happened?”
“I remember being shot.”
“Okay,” she said. “That's pretty impressive.” Fig then noticed that she was pinching his 
big toe on the right foot. “Can you feel me down here?” Her cool touch brought no pain with it. 
It was plain and evident that her fingers moved from the toe to the arch of the foot and up the 
ankle.
“Yeah, seems fine,” Fig said. “But it..it feels like I'm dying if I move at all.”
“All right. Well, we've gotta take a good look before we dope you. Glad you're back.” 
More nurses came in and Fig's mother had moved closer to his bedside to hold his hand. The 
terror of motion in the room had freeze dried Fig and he lay in the bed as a desiccated frog 
corpse. They seemed to simultaneously prod him with their fingers to determine how much he 
was able to respond to their stimulation. They moved in the small room too fast for his liking. 
They took note of his elevated heart rate and his ability to track a tiny flashlight. The nurses were 
astonished by how cleanly he had woken up. But Fig had apparently shit himself soon before he 
had breached.
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“Where's Amelia?” he asked. The women looked him in the face for a beat and resumed 
their pinching and scribbling. A white-coat doctor could be seen leaning into the doorway 
through their number. But something else appeared to have entered the room with them—a new 
temperature of emotion, apropos of something but no one was going to say what.
His mother finally spoke. “Don't worry about her.”
“Is she all right?”
“She's all right. She's with her family.”
Fig was quiet with this information. The nurses murmured to one another his BMI and 
miscellaneous facts about the moment he woke up. His mother was in the room for another hour 
before she disappeared for a while. The scene had plateaued and it stayed this way for many 
days, and it bore the sound of television static late at night. Nurses, doctors interviewing him. 
Rarely, family members with gifts and frightened smiles. The physical therapist came to present 
his and Fig's action plan, to which Fig mutely acquiesced. Eventually, lawyers. He came to 
understand that Amelia would not come through the door. He could feel his sensory abilities 
intermittently while conscious, feel the presence of the clay as it articulated into his every 
molecule and self replicated and spread the pain as water hitting burning oil, and crystallized into 
the shape of the hospital and the window through which he stared. They prodded him and sat him 
up and he bit down on the unrelenting pain day in and day out.
The physical therapist continued to visit when the sunlight was still tinted orange each 
morning. Slowly, Fig had begun to acknowledge his coming and going. His name was apparently 
Tristan. He had a classical look about him, an appearance that hearkened to Fig's youth watching 
television—like one of the large sons from Home Improvement. Cowlicked hair and a suntan.
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Though it hurt to move his eyes, Fig's nonetheless wandered the body of the tall broad man. He 
had reached about the same age as Fig but instead kept himself in impeccable shape.
But when the subtle dopamine hit of Tristan's shape had wound down, Fig's eyes 
searched the rest of the room. Time had gently dilapidated the space and—what was this? Tristan 
had not come alone. A squat ovoid shape stood in the thin morning light, roving into a place 
where it could be plainly visible to bedridden Fig. So Fig expended from his insanity-inducing 
pain enough balance to hold out his hand in a vague gesture at the thing in the room. Tristan had 
only just tossed the curtain open—Fig could now see that the thing had the appearance of a tower 
cooling fan, but it appeared to be on wheels and had a prominent camera eye trained on him. 
“Oh,” Tristan said. “You're noticing him.”
Tristan snapped his fingers and pointed to the spot on the floor directly at Fig's bedside. 
Fig watched in outright awe as the thing spun its globular head to focus on Tristan's directions, 
and it immediately drove itself over to stand in the spot Tristan indicated. Whereupon the thing 
stood close to Fig's head. Fig, stricken dumb, waved at the robot. “He'll be with us throughout 
the whole program, remember? He listens to what you say because he's helping them understand 
what verbal cues people have if they sustain a serious brain injury. It's all really complicated, not 
sure I really get the why of it—”
“It's a deep dream learning program. I read about it—they want to be able to predict 
schizophrenia with speech patterns. Telltale variances in established phonemical structures and 
also alterations to word choice and cadence.”
“That's right,” Tristan confessed.
Fig ran his hand over the camera eye of the computerized little critter. The camera 
tracked his motion as it had been programmed to do—to appear curious, sweet, and most of all, 
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emotionally receptive to a patient's agency to express gratitude, sincerity, and love. “He sure is 
convincing isn't he,” Fig said.
“He surprises me sometimes,” Tristan said. “He can pull the heartstrings. Modern 
medicine and Star Wars, together at last.”
Fig's head lay nested in its pillow. He sprouted a careful smile, one that felt mostly 
involuntary. “I used to work in this warehouse and they had this computer system that ran the 
conveyor belts. I kept telling everybody, though they understood rightly that they weren't like 
the machine and the machine wasn't like them, that the intent of the machine was to make sure 
there were fewer of them to pay if the efficiency and maintenance costs weren't higher than 
benefitting more full time employees. This meant that, whether the machine was smart or not, it 
was the grandparent of something that would almost certainly be smarter, and better at the job. 
They doubted that a lot—won't you need people to take care of the machines? Yes, for a while 
longer, yes, but it was clear to a few besides me that we were the last people who'd be working 
in warehouses—we had the folk stories of fully automated warehouse in the great plains, IKEA 
space computers with its built-in forklift hands sunk in the middle of huge sprawl of build-it- 
yourself pine wood. It didn't bother me that much—I was able to appreciate the surprising 
elegance of its design, even if it was fucking up almost all the time, just from the sheer volume 
of freight we forced it to move by the minute. I think I was just better aware, in general, that 
what it meant was that all of us too were being held to the standard the machine helped create— 
the model of ever-growing expansion and profit. That's what makes little guys like this, in the 
end. And there's not as much to the tech as the sci-fi books had hoped.”
“That's.. .kind of my impression too.”
“At least not yet. They need him to be cute. And I admit, I do like that he's cute.”
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“They needed money for the research, I think.” Tristan was sitting on the blue-leather 
barstool at the end of the bed. Watching Fig watching the robot.
Fig smiled gently again. “Well. What's the order of operations for today?”
“I'm glad you asked. I think you can stand up. What do you think?
“Not a chance,” Fig said.
Tristan came to sit on the side of the bed, indenting the mattress near Fig's thighs, but 
with motion that approached indistinguishable from inaction—it was as if Tristan had body 
language that was able to smooth over the notion of juxtaposition itself, perhaps a mechanism for 
coaxing people through painful transitions. Fig felt he was but a moth to the open flame of 
Tristan's hopeful enthusiasm. But Fig's body gave no indication that he was able to acknowledge 
this peculiar energy stream that had configured itself into Tristan before him—indeed, his own 
body lay sunk as a cyst in the bed's peculiar flesh. He would not be moving. They brought him 
food, and it hurt too much to move. He could piss and shit into this pan, and that was enough. 
The sun of the passing days brightened him, and at night the quiet blanket of dark soothed him to 
sleep, where his dreaming could begin. Fig would not move, and Fig began to move when 
Tristan held out his hand to him.
Fig collected Tristan's hand and, with a dreadful breath, pushed with his other elbow 
away from the bed, and nearly swooning with it, fixed his muscles into the hurt and sought extra 
purchase instead of falling backward into the pillow.
A severe terror was on Fig now, and it had taken the same pathways as the pain, 
something that felt tangible and enacting a pronounced effect on his body. He understood that 
were he to attempt to place his weight on his feet again, it may prove a point of no return of some 
kind, possibly for the worse, but maybe for the better. It was the proverbial leap of faith, and he 
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was nearly buckled over with the outright fear of the proposition. He did not have the resolve to 
follow through on the mission, but was making a snap judgement that he thought should be 
explored simply for a little more understanding of what was happening to him. His body felt 
brittle and wan, and it terrified him all the more to continually realize that he was effectually 
closed off inside this form and could not get out of it. Whatever beast of thinking had bitten him 
had closed the jaw and inched its teeth into him subtly deeper, but that extra leverage was all it 
needed to do the deed. He was bleeding out and he could see the wound.
Tristan's hand had found its way around his back and had gripped Fig by the bony hip.
The flesh had fallen from the bone suitably far to turn Fig's side into a spot where Tristan could 
appropriately grip him as though to gently lift him like a piece of glass furniture. Together, Fig's 
eyes bolted wide open and even the dryness of his mouth causing him even more severe alarm, 
he allowed his toes to drizzle onto the floor and felt the astonishing and alien discomfort of the 
feet pressing down into the solidity of the earth. It was difficult to imagine, from here, trusting 
this contact with the heft of whatever weight remained to him. He was dimly aware of the robot 
observing how he moved, affixing its camera with a deft and seemingly arrested motion, as if 
truly interested in the nuances of Fig's facial expressions and physiological situation. It scanned 
what he was, and was compiling it as functionally permanent information. This represented a 
howling maw, a pit of endless terror and fascination, and Fig did his best to ignore it.
Now Fig learned, by an embarrassing accidental slip in his handle of his own motion, that 
the robot could withstand the full of Fig's weight. He held himself a lot by placing his hand on 
the two-sided hand-grip embedded into the top of the robot's smooth rounded head. The camera 
eye was still able to whir aside and keep a watch on him. It offered a conciliatory whirr of 
appreciation, as a cat purrs in comfort, and Fig had the sense that it had the effect of a sudden 
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and crucial dip in his blood pressure, and he could see that Tristan was very pleased with what he 
was seeing as well. This brought a great quiet upon him as swiftly and nebulously as had the 
panic come on him. It radically shifted his outlook, and he pressed his feet into the soft mat on 
the floor, felt his toes sink into the plush, pressed them deeper to affix his balance in one spot.
“Very, very nice,” Tristan smoothly mumbled. He watched Fig's posture straighten and 
moved his hand upward along Fig's spine. “Fantastic. Outstanding.”
“We're out here,” Fig said, “standing.”
But even with all that, the prospect of taking a step forward seemed comedically 
delusional. Under no circumstances could he even conceive of taking a step. It was out of the 
question.
“Want to see out the window?” Tristan asked.
Fig found that actually he did. The windowpane was very broad and it shone in on the 
room the glum morning light as it always had, but he wished to see what else lay at ground level, 
what sat sentinel atop the horizon, whether anything but the sun and moon looked in on him.
Ten thousand suns exploding and reverberating in Fig's body, the rupture point in the 
soles of his feet, crashing in the tender flesh all the way at the top of the back of his neck. He 
growled and spat and eventually cried a great deal about it, and continued to make the furtive 
painful trek, little half-steps and near-falls aplenty. At last, he stood in reach of it and took his 
hands from Tristan's shoulder and the robot's head and placed them on the broad quartz sill, and 
made a sort of Robinson Crusoe gesture atop it, like the waves had hurled him here gasping.
“Fig,” Tristan said, “I can't believe you just did that.”
“Do you mean to tell me,” Fig said, “after all we've been through together, that you had 
any inkling of doubt?”
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Tristan laughed fully and truly. “Never. I just have to admit it when I'm totally floored.” 
He himself sounded on the verge of tears. The robot issued a peculiar canned chime of exultation 
that was heavy on the digitized trumpet and infused with windchime-area percussion. The pain 
remained exquisite, despite the massive dopamine hit his companions had offered him. Fig 
smiled, his face occluded with creases channeling his tears.
And outside—it was—it wasn't much to look at. It was a view of the slate-colored 
medical pavilion and a patient loading/offloading portal. But the land was level and seemingly 
engineered to provide a clear view. A long green lawn crisscrossed with white walkways that 
lifted to modern pedestrian bridges above an artificial stream that ran out of a large lake dotted 
with paddleboats and crowned with a baroque fountain. It looked like a dumbass Victorian's idea 
of heaven. All it needed was a couple more umbrellas to guard them from the sun. Fig consumed 
the image of it like it had fallen as manna from above into his lap, he ate it with his eyes, then 
with his whole heart. He had fallen in love, just by seeing humans outside, and moving again.
And every day Fig made the trip to the window, and eventually without the help of 
Tristan, and then, slower still, without the assistance of the robot propping him up. By the time 
Fig had reached this state he had begun talking with to the robot. He had come to love Rory in 
that way that one could come to love a volleyball with a face painted onto it, and he learned that 
the love was true, and he wished for Rory to do a good job, and to have a large sample size for 
Fig's case of cognitive aphasia and whatever else he might have that surely someone else will 
have, and in time when Fig died Rory would carry that scared person to their window, and talk to 
him, he hoped, as Fig talked to Rory. Rory was always a very obliging soul—he was responsive 
to any and all attention Fig paid him, and gave the sense of profound gratitude all along the way. 
“Rory,” Fig might say, “you idiot fuckshit! I love you.” Or on another day, Fig would proclaim, 
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“Rory, no longer is Rory your given name. Today on, you are to be dubbed Fiver, understand? 
Fiver is thy Christian moniker.” And Fiver whirred appreciatively, happy to have Fig woken up 
and speaking to him.
That same morning Fig and Fiver shuffled to the window in the morning to adjudicate the 
matter of the weather, to assuage the clouds to bring rain for the ailing lawn. The sky a gray 
smear. “Our descendants, Fiver,” Fig began, “may merge at some point. And I fear that when 
that day comes they may still make talk of their ‘humanity.'” Fiver had no input for Fig, but his 
declaration had been permanently recorded. “Of course,” Fig added, “I don't know what I have 
to fear. It is not my place. Maybe it'll just be as easy as cohabitating on Mars. I shall see you 
there, Fiver.”
Fig moved his eyes along the familiar contours of the land beyond the window. 
Strumming over the boughs of the trees. Cooling in the quiet lake, the surface as still as the pane 
of glass that held it all in view. He sang with a broken cadence, the aches animating the notes 
with a reticent timecode that only superficially matched the original tune—Just remember that 
red...river valley. And the cowboy who loved...you so true.
Fiver seemed utterly transfixed by this new development—Fig could sing, sort of. Fig 
and Fiver wanted to see if they could make it down for breakfast today. Today's pain was a solid 
9 and a half on the cosmic scale of mortal suffering. He and Fiver had been as far as the nurse's 
station and back, but they had never gone the extra twenty-two steps to the elevator and down to 
the commons. Fig settled his palm on Fiver's round cranial handrest and placed his fingers into 
the fingerhold recess and steeled himself for the long walk.
It wasn't going to come as easy as he'd hoped. Fiver accepted Fig's attempts to steady 
himself without any sort of emotive messaging whatsoever—he took the increased pressure from 
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above totally in stride and slowed himself intelligently to keep Fig from falling. This was the 
strangest form of codependence Fig had experienced in his life to date. What might Fiver be 
doing if there was no Fig? Listening to some Gulf War vet talk about his desire to die in a knife 
fight in a public park? Probably nothing much better than what Fig could give him, which was a 
bunch of gallows non-sequiturs with themey contortions interspersed to baffle and alarm any 
human who might end up eavesdropping on the recordings. It hurt Fig very much to move but he 
was happy to have Fiver to lean on, and by now they had made it out of the hospital room. The 
nurses at the station paid them no special attention, at least not until they heard the elevator 
button ping. Fig smoothly concealed the sweat beading on his forehead by denying them a line of 
sight onto his face, hung his head off his neck as though issuing Fiver a glance of fatherly love, 
which while a performance with a specific purpose, Fig found was also genuinely fatherly and 
loving. The doors washed open and they stuttered together over the precipitous gap between the 
floor and the elevator platform, and Fiver clucked excitedly when Fig slapped the button with the 
white star and the doors lurched to enclose them in the metal box. When the elevator moved, it 
almost threw Fig all the way over, but he caught himself by pushing his back against the corner.
Fiver watched him fight the dizzy spell. Fig needed food. “I'm so hungry,” Fig said, “I 
could eat a robot! Fiver! A whole damn robot!”
Fiver made the chirrups and squeals recalling the little Star Wars moppet. Fig had a 
burgeoning trove of questions about Canadian copyright law. He breathed in and out and pressed 
his feet into the floor. Fiver accepted his weight rolling onto him once again as the elevator 
gently eased into position at the ground floor. They triumphantly walked through the doors and 
Fig wiped his forehead again, looking for the food court. It was a long way off, up the hall a 
solid ninety paces and a walk around a large blue rounded wall.
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The smell of breakfast sausage utterly transfixed him. Fig was hell-bent. But the sight of 
that wall somehow triggered a sense of vertigo—what lay beyond may not be breakfast sausage 
but some sort of irrevocable and total dissolution. Be that as it may, he and Fiver had committed, 
and it was onward into the valley of the shadow of death for them. His teeth were fused together 
by the physical agony, and saliva rushed through them.
Closer and closer they crept, Fig flagging all the way, and Fiver compensating by 
reducing and increasing the interval between his inches forward. The round wall gave the Fig a 
sense of attaining a measure of orbital velocity—it began to feel like it would slingshot him into 
the food court somehow. Above them, in tall silver letters it read Dining Services in a tall austere 
font that was unquestionably objectivist, the kind of thing you'd typically just see representing 
words like Atlas or Industry or Public Fountain. He swallowed—the smell had driven him nuts. 
That and the burning and itching under his head wound were flaying his mind open. A doctor 
stood watching him for a moment with the strident posture and affect of a semi-human jailer.
A throaty tremble of laugher from around the round wall. This threw a flight mechanism 
in Fig's brain—he wanted to fuck off right back down the hall and fuck off right back up the 
elevator and fuck off into the bed—but still the smell of sausage was stronger. He could feel the 
cavity within him, the howling gorge of need. He would die in horror and shame with skivvies 
full of diarrhea in full view of every scream-laughing nurse, doctor, and visiting godparent if that 
was what it would take to get closer to the sausage.
Fiver's handhold was slick with sweat, but the rubber grit underneath where Fig's fingers 
clung held him true. He could sense the eyes of the laugh rioters on him now. A lull of panic, a 
lilt of affect appeared to come over them.
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“Fig! Hey!” Tristan, unmistakably. Fig did not look over, just held his hand up in a 
gesture part Christly signal of this-is-all-fine-over here piety and get-ye-the-fuck-gone. Tristan 
was a medical professional, however, and had come to Fig's side in an instant.
“Welcome,” Tristan stated diplomatically, “to the slop trough.” He snatched up a plate 
from the end of the bar and his bronze forearms glowed a little more ethereal in the warm light 
beneath the sneeze guard. “What's your pleasure?”
Fig summoned up the image of what he wanted, and hovered in silence on the image, to 
be sure that it was both possible and complete, sparing nothing that would make it whole. “So, 
like, what I was envisioning was sort of like a, you know, a.... poutine.”
“Hell yes,” Tristan effused. “I do,” he fixed Fig with totally sincere affirmation, “I know 
what makes a breakfast poutine.” He flung himself right to work. Fig held himself steady with 
his hand in Fiver's concavity. Tristan began with the base of home fries. He chopped them 
lightly with the edge of the fork to give them a mildly hashed quality, and began pouring on the 
meat, beginning with the sausage per Fig's guttural urging, then with the same tongs flinging on 
a thick dusting of cheddar cheese and crumbled bacon. Fig and Fiver joyously followed Tristan 
as he scrambled to the end of the bar to add eggs from concentrate on the bleeding edge, a squirt 
of ketchup as well, four pieces of toast, and finally, atop it all, a smothering of chicken gravy, 
and on top of that, a thick drizzle of maple syrup.
A dreadful lust had hoisted Fig by his loins now. He and Fiver stuck to Tristan like a 
couple of underfed potbellied pigs. With great effort and with the help of one of Tristan's hands, 
Fig flung himself into a chair and joined the table Tristan and his colleagues in scrubs sat 
chattering. They praised Fig with partial interest but went back to giving one another a rundown 
of some incoherent happenings at a bridal reception—it mattered none. The golden bounty 
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opened before him. The Iris' gaze was on Fig, staring up at him from the table, and Fig sought to 
make it part of him, forever, hereafter, on and on with the heartbeat and the music of the infinite. 
His fork splashed into the wonderful mess, and he began shoveling it into his quivering hole.
He paid no attention to Tristan smiling broadly at him. No time. Every part of Fig, every 
cell and every microbe in his gut had come together in verse at a metabolic level. His body had, 
despite the excruciating pain, begun to open. He posture relaxed. He had hunkered over the food 
and he and it commingled essences.
Tristan observed, “That's no applesauce.”
“Hold your applause,” Fig grunted. He flicked his eyes up momentarily is if swimming 
and checking for the position of the horizon at the crest of his breaststroke, then back down 
again.
“I've never seen anyone look at anything or anyone the way that you just looked at that 
brunch pile,” said a stranger wearing lilac colored scrubs. “Sorry, I didn't mean that in a rude 
way. That was just, that was something to see.”
Fig ripped open the soft but solidifying carapace of melted cheese and lay the potatoes 
slick with gravy out in ruin, shoved as much as he could get onto the fork directly into his mouth, 
again and again and again. He made careful attempts to keep his airway from becoming 
obstructed, which took more effort and concentration than he anticipated.
“Fucking,” Tristan said. “I'm hungry again, but like, in my heart somehow.” Some of his 
companions chuckled over coffee mugs or fruit juices, but it was a practiced and distinctly 
bedside mannerly form of laughter that was encouraging rather than cruel and conspiratorial with 
Fig rather than against him. “Looking into the light of life itself.”
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“Be not afraid,” Fig said. “Love to live in the ways of love, and love will spring eternal.” 
His fork found its way to the old hunting ground of the plate, and it inflicted its love upon its 
gutted waste.
They laughed and returned to ignoring him in favor of their own company. One jabbered 
about how he'd started tracking his sleep on his Apple watch. Since he'd started looking at how 
much deep sleep he was getting, he'd started to get more and more per sleep session of variable 
lengths. He was sleeping more restfully according to the figures, even if it was only a few hours. 
One of them talked about a trick they used to fall asleep, involving NyQuil and valerian root 
tincture swirled in a cup of cool water. Fig was not a hundred percent sure of his timing and 
deployment but he went again and said he had a trick for going down and staying down, and 
everyone, not even seemingly looking at the bandage still covering much of his head, laughed 
appreciatively. He was the toast of the town, and could continue to be if he played his hand right.
“We do Russian roulette every third Saturday night,” Tristan confided with a surprising 
sincere-sounding inflection. “Stickiest interval for those on-call.” A couple thought Tristan's 
rejoinder had matched Fig's tit for tat. Fig at least liked if not loved it .
“I thought we just picked Saturday nights because it was more likely to kill Tristan.”
“Not our fault the dumb bitch works every inch of overtime he can get.”
“I love the films of Martin Scorsese,” Tristan pouted.
That one actually got a laugh out of Fig.
“Yeah,” said a member of Tristan's work harem. “that's why we're comfortable letting 
you play the first hand. You're not as afraid. It'll be you one of these days before it's one of us!”
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“But,” Fig leapt in, “If he knows that the odds favor him being shot, wouldn't that alter 
his behavior in such a way as to get himself around the outcome in some way. Start stacking the 
deck against you all?”
“Teddy Bear Tristan,” someone said, “had better not if he knows what's good for him.”
“He might have turned the tables on you and you might not have seen it. He might get his 
one in six up to a one in fifty-six. At your expense. All he would have to do is make sure that 
he's not the first person to pull the trigger when you sit down. To make that happen, all he has to 
do is suggest that is the rule.
“Suddenly,” Fig proclaimed, still eating, “twelve pulls of the trigger for him are not the 
same as twelve trigger pulls for each of you.” He could see some of them quietly juggling the 
fractions that Fig had suggested.
“Trippy,” Tristan admitted. “Fig is telling me that I'm gonna beat this thing.”
“There's a thought puzzle about that. It demonstrates the fluidity of understanding 
seemingly straightforward outcomes.” He paused as though to consider the words and what may 
or may not make sense.
“How's it go?” one of the RNs asked.
“So these sleep science doctors get funding to go into the ancient German forest to find 
and capture Sleeping Beauty. They track her down, find her in some faerie glen, and ship her 
back to Atlanta. So they figure out how to wake Sleeping Beauty, and they tell her what they're 
going to do then is put her back to sleep and wake her up again. But before they get started, they 
tell her that what they do after she is asleep is flip a coin. If it's heads, she is to be woken up on 
Monday, where they'll ask her a question. If the coin is tails, what they do instead is wake her up 
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on Monday, put her back to sleep with a sedative that wipes her memory of having been woken 
up, then let her sleep through Monday and wake her up on Tuesday to ask the same question.”
“What is the question they ask?”
“Before I tell you, it's important to point out that she doesn't know what the question is at 
the start of the experiment. She only knows what it is when they wake her up and ask it.” He 
thought about it a moment and said it. “What is your degree of belief that today is Tuesday?” He 
swallowed. “As in, what do you see is the likelihood that the coin came up tails, and that right 
now you have been woken up on Tuesday?
“It's a little tough to describe verbally. But they slice it up like this—it's a probability 
question.” He pretended to draw it in a four-quadrant graph on the tabletop to show the four 
possible outcomes involving the coin flip, and what it means for her. “It's decided by a coinflip, 
so it should be fifty-fifty. Right?” He pointed to the quadrant in which she's woken up on 
Tuesday. “But look, there's a problem with that. If she's being woken up on that day, it means 
from her perspective there's a one in three chance that it's Tuesday.
“How can it be both?” Fig realized now that nobody really seemed to be chewing their 
peanuts in a contemptuous fashion or anything—they pretty much seemed genuinely interested 
in what he was putting down in front of them. The gamble had paid off. “There's a really solid 
case to make for either result. You can see it both ways. But from what we understand of math, it 
has to be an either or. One has to be the truth, but we don't know what it is.”
“But can it be said that one is more probably true than the other?”
“You can spin it both ways. Convincingly. Long story short, it's probably not as 
horrifying as it may sound. It just means that our anthropic reasoning is a bit confused right out 
the gate. What we know to be true may not necessarily be.”
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“Here's something I know for sure,” said one of the nurses at the table, “Tristan has been 
sharing his stash with you, and we want a bigger cut from it going forward.”
“Look,” Fig said, “I was high when I got shot in the head, and if you think that it's a little 
mind-blowing to feel every cubic centimeter of cum exploding through your urethra when you're 
stoned, you should try the experience of having a fucking fragmented bullet slither through your 
brain.”
The laughter adopted a cooler color.
“You could be an American ambassador.”
“I should be!”
Fig had placed his fork perfectly asymptotically beside his plate once he finished eating. 
He sat with a straight back with his legs folded and hands pleasantly clasped in his lap. He felt 
normal, despite his venture into the spiral of thought. The others had resumed their conversations 
about some thing or another. Tristan kept an eye on Fig. Eventually he helped Fig to his feet 
when he learned that despite all the good feelings, his muscles had gone all gooey. When he and 
Fiver had been returned to their room, Fig was helped into bed and he fell asleep almost 
instantly.
He faded in and out the rest of the afternoon, rising again for a two-hour stint at dusk 
during which he had a turkey club sandwich sent to his room. He watched syndicated runs of 
Dateline and relished the winsome Canadian accident that sporadically showed up in TV spots. 
He dozed by 9 pm. In the night, Fig woke up surprised to learn that his mother was in the room 
with him. He could hear her breathing nearby in the chair, and it comforted him to sense that she 
had returned to keep him company. But when he tried to move his body to roll over and examine 
her, to visually confirm her presence, he couldn't quite move—his entire body tingled and felt 
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solid, a droplet of concentrated and intense terror suddenly dropped into his brain—he was 
paralyzed, and if he fought to move his head, he was able to turn it just enough to get a glimpse 
of his mother, he saw that she was nothing but a black shadow of her shape sitting perfectly 
upright, in a seated posture with one leg crossed that corresponded none whatsoever to her actual 
kit of body language.
This had happened before—Fig had started having sleep paralysis in college, which gives 
a person the sense of having an inscrutable intruder in the room watching you in the bed as you 
sleep—inscrutable, but often familiar somehow. In the case of Fig's first night with it, he could 
hear someone pacing back and forth, clearly someone exquisitely anxious, and whispering 
audibly in the perfectly dark room. In effect, totally invisible, but unmistakably present for the 
sounds she made. He came to realize, based on what she was whispering, that she was quietly 
reading aloud from a book, and that the book was Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, and the 
person was J.K. Rowling herself. This was frightening to Fig, because he was at the time totally 
convinced that it was happening. From these timid beginnings, though, morphed into vistas of 
incredible horror in a few years' time. Once while working nightly as a server at a soccer pub in 
downtown Indianapolis, he came home to clear evidence of a mouse having infested his 
apartment. That night he woke to a large man standing facing a corner of his room, wearing a set 
of Mickey Mouse ears, audibly breathing in the corner. Episodes of sleep paralysis had a way of 
causing ripples of it—as it was able to traumatize the brain to trigger repeated spats. It had eased 
up and totally disappeared in his late 20s but now it was back. The new period of it had started 
out a fairly advanced state. He woke in the night to tenebrous visitors. Shadows, outlines of 
seemingly human form staring at him from the foot of the bed, or hovering over his face. Unable 
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to move his body, he'd cry out soundlessly, and in utterly stupefied terror fight to turn his body 
from the sight of them.
It was a neurological deception that was woefully common, if thought of as a rare 
occurrence. It was as if the brain would begin burning alive in the middle of the night, while the 
body remained asleep. It was difficult, in Fig's experience, to convey how significant the 
experience could be. It gave one a droplet of whatever chemical it takes to convince the mind 
that it is staring into certain death, and lent a measure of credence to the concept of alien 
abduction or demonic possession. That it wore his mother's face with all her features obscured 
by night was not in any way unusual, but it was supremely disturbing to Fig altogether.
She was a spurt of shadow that had been ejected from the mass of the clay darkened by 
night. She spoke in the words without words. She told him that her womb had been scalded by 
the death of his older brother. Baby Fig had been baked in a blasted heath.
She came to lay on the bed behind him, and Fig struggled to escape her noxious presence, 
the corrosive weight of her shadow pressing into the bed and disintegrating it with a snapping 
and crackling sound, and he learned that, somehow, she had turned into Vivian—identifiable by 
smell, a peculiar blend of her innate biochemistry and a distantly familiar peach-hued 
moisturizer.
And, Fig discovered, he appeared to have full control of his limbs and his body. He was 
able to roll over and appraise the apparition, and by placing his hand onto her face, he learned 
that she was really there. She seemed larger somehow, not, Fig reckoned, in terms of mundane 
weight gain but some sort of supernatural growth in stature and intensifying of raw density. She 





They lay quietly together. The window blinds were open. Fiver was stationary in the 
corner but he had come awake at the sounds of voices and quietly monitored them. “So you're 
really here,” Fig said.
“Yes. Took a while to figure out what to do.” He could now see in the thin blue light that 
her face was flooded over with tears. She must have spent a lot of time looking at the bandage.
“I give you a lot of trouble.”
She caught a tear on the back of her hand, whisked it away. “It's getting a little old.”
They exchanged what little news they had for one another to catch each other up on how 
things had been going in their lives. Vivian appeared to be longing to place her hand on his face 
but was too timid to risk hurting him. He grabbed her hand and gently placed it over his cheek, 
over which her fingers opened and gave a slow and bloodless caress with her nails. When she 
completed a circuit with them from the cheekbone down to his chin, Fig took the opportunity to 
grab her finger tips and place a kiss on her knuckle-point. “I'm really happy to see you again.”
“I'm so happy to see you too,” she said. They slept in each other's arms.
As the milky dawn seeped into their window, Tristan peeked into the room and was 
impressed to come across their comatose intermingling, snoozing peacefully with their faces 
virtually piled on top of one another. He opted to let them sleep in. But this resulted in an 
especially brutal physical therapy session, because apparently Tristan had also been raised 
Catholic and saw it as a fitting pound of flesh for the transaction of letting Fig off easy that 
morning. Fig had Vivian as well as Fiver to look on as Tristan lacerated Fig's rubbery 
constitution into considering the notion of possibly one day walking unassisted.
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They had permeated the fiery climates of Tristan's labyrinthine torture of yoga poses, 
now they were in the icy reaches of the lowest point, where the swollen hyperborean breezes 
ripped at your skin and lay it open before freezing it closed, and Tristan leaned close enough to 
snatch you into his jaws and chew on your head and neck and shoulders across twenty billion 
years or more. Fig was frozen at the mouth of the beams that were supposed to safely catch him 
were he to fall toward the padded platform.
“Looking good, Fig,” Tristan coaxed. “Today we're taking just one step. One step, Fig. 
Then we're taking a break.”
“Liar,” Fig snarled, “you goddamned, fucking, pathetic, fool-cunt of a liar.”
“It's one step, Fig,” Tristan said.
“I'll kill you,” Fig said. “I'm going to reach down with the wisdom of primordial man 
and squish you off your mortal continuum. Do you understand me? I will pop you like a zit off 
the face of the big fucking bang.”
“That's a good start,” Tristan said. “Keep your footing and go slow.”
“Fuckface,” Fig said, “I'm going to punt you back into your mother's womb when I get 
off this thing. I will demolish the history of you. I will kick you so hard it inverts your loved 
ones' mother-fucking memories of you. I'll pop you outward into your potbellied hog-mother's 
fucking belly button.”
Vivian walked on one side of the beams. Tristan on the other. Fig straddled himself 
between the rails and hovered his hands over them. He could feel before he began to move 
forward that the first step was going to hurt him worse than any other barb, emotional, physical, 
or existential, had ever hurt him. Fear pulverized him—he was a rodent gored over a long black 
talon. Tristan resumed his stream of taunts. “If you don't take one step, I'm going to get a gun 
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and shoot you in the face again, Fig. Pop-pop. I will drop your ass if you are going to stand there 
like that and tell me you won't go any farther. Get a fucking grip.”
This had taken Fig back to the memory of feeling the bullet ricocheting off his skull and 
pressing into his brain matter at that momentary point of contact, like a soft finger probing into 
the lobes of a closed flower. His nerves reciprocated the memory by rebuilding the memory 
precisely, down to the molecular structures in his brain that kept the memory on hold, now stage 
center, producing the precise brain activities that occurred as the finger entered the open 
vestibule and squeezed through the tunnel into the deepest parts of him. The sweat had saturated 
both his eyes and helped spread the burning tears along his face. He hissed at Tristan through his 
closed teeth: “You're just a wad of clay to me.” Fig was nearly over the tipping point by now. “A 
fucking ganglia hanging out of the moist hole of this disgusting tunnel of reality, twitching out of 
fear of me. I'll rip you out by the root, god damn you. I make what I see in front of me, and I will 
unmake you, you slippery, stinking shit, I'll catch you.”
“You could be right. This way.”
“Hold still, you filthy bouquet of wobbling donkey dicks. Fuck you. I'll choke you dead.”
“Jesus wept,” Vivian said with a clear intonation of unmistakable jubilation. “Oh my god, 
Fig.”
Like the cartoon coyote who'd flung himself over the cliff, Fig realized he was standing 
unaided at the other end of the row of rails. He quaked on his feet, but held himself up, his face 
boiled over with the panic, the rage, and the out and out hatred for the concept of Tristan itself. 
He whirled his head around and on losing balance, pushed the earth down a sliver of an inch so 
that he could catch himself on its surface rather than trip over its unforgiving and broad patch of 
friction on which he'd been trapped. He steadied himself and Fiver spun around issuing a note of 
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supreme chiptune exuberance, the calamitous piping of an old arcade cabinet's kill screen. 
Vivian had her hands over her mouth, and proved that she had been briefed on Fig's dire 
situation over the course of the night, just from having spent time with him. Tristan's expression 
was the most muted—the satisfaction in his eyes edged up to a point of seeming sociopathy. Like 
he'd doused Fig in gasoline and watched him burn and curl up. In a sense he had, and Fig's 
hatred of him was so significant that he'd canonize Tristan as the first martyr in the church that 
would be founded in the wake of this righteous hate.
In this moment, Fig started to cum, all without a lick of warning and in a fantastic spurt 
of rolling and unseemly spasm of bewildering and misappropriated agony. Tristan and Vivian 
leapt in to grab him by the underarms. Fig accepted their help, and was let down onto a soft 
chunky reclining chair. The clock was ticking and he was unsure what he was going to do about 
the stain in his sweatpants that was assuredly beginning to darken the fabric and blossom. Too 
little too late—Vivian was looking at the stain. She furtively caught him having stumbled onto 
the detail, and turned her eyes viciously up to his. She had caught a wave of the euphoria herself 
and issued him the old banner of common knowledge that had always been between them. Fig 
could have cried—he never thought he ever stood a chance of seeing her do that one more time. 
She embraced him, and he could feel Tristan's hand move over the back of his skull through the 
scarred terrain, and slip the deluge of sweat down and off the strands of his hair. He tousled Fig 
gently and affectionately. “Way to go, Fig.”
“You're a wizard, Tristan,” Fig confessed. “I don't know how you managed to create the 
image of me getting my fingers around your throat, and breaking you like a little baby bird. I 
wanted you dead. I wanted to bathe you in the surface of the sun, burning my whole body along 
with it in the infinite and surging corona of my loathing. I wanted to hurt you in a way that 
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would overwhelm any other form of human suffering known to any individual who has ever 
lived. I wanted to go with you over the horizon of all accumulated scorn, and cast you into the 
never-seen chasm of unending and unyielding pain. I would have discovered it and named it after 
you.”
“That's called scout mindset.” Tristan had said words that gave Fig an itch of familiarity.
“Hum a few more bars of that one.” Fig was posturing himself to try to hear the words, 
despite still being out of breath.
“Scout versus soldier. All on the same side, but of two minds. The soldier wants to do the 
work, no matter the cost. The scout wants to know what is real. Whatever the cost, he wants to 
have the facts, and he reaps pleasure out of getting it right.”
“The scout,” Fig observed slowly, “is only more open minded than the soldier by a 
couple degrees. The scout has his own moral and emotional investment in the act of discovery, 
which can be violent and exploitative in and of itself.”
“Yes, which is how I knew that I had to appeal to your soldier side—I needed to activate 
you emotionally. You had gotten to be too at peace with your cozy bed. If I could get your scout 
ready for war, I knew that you would toe the line.”
“Tinker tailor soldier spy,” Fig said with a crestfallen inflection. “Another day closer to 
getting his mouth onto his tail. And then the bloody reckoning. The singularity.”
“Worry less about that.” Tristan's hand had begun to feel heavy on Fig's forearm. “This 
is all something I heard in a TED Talk. Regurgitated for your betterment.”
Fig put his hand over Tristan's large hand. “I'm sorry I yelled at you.”
“I can take it. Having gotten you so close to flying around the sun.”
“Next time,” Fig said, “point me straight at it.”
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When Fig had been allowed to retire, he and Vivian and Fiver returned to the room and 
Vivian situated Fig onto the bed and let him down for a nap. As a medical professional and 
longtime close friend, Vivian showed exceptional bedside manner to her stricken Fig, almost to 
the point of being a little overwrought—she obsessed over tiny details, like stuffing the 
bedsheets underneath his feet for a snug cocoon of warmth, and ensuring that his water reservoirs 
were maintained and his intake of it copious. Fig recalled visiting her apartment when they were 
in college and finding her underwear strung all around the apartment, hanging on every 
doorknob and chair back and even the fucking ceiling fan to dry. Vivian filled the rooms she 
lived in. The minutiae of nurture came just as easily, and Fig loved it just as much as what that 
memory reproduced.
Another four weeks wore on before Fig had come to the conclusion that leaving the 
hospital was even an option. It happened that Vivian had taken only a handful of vacation days 
over the past five years. This meant she was able to attain a medical leave of absence. Fig was 
able to deduct through observance of their behavioral tics that she and Tristan had begun plotting 
out of earshot. Most likely, they were discussing ways to convince Fig to be discharged from the 
hospital. It was easy to indulge the mild feeling of betrayal. But Fig could sense the resonance of 
a specific fate, and he wished to bring into being.
Fig, Tristan, Vivian, and Fiver had become a sort of family in the ward. Their days were 
full of light. At night sometimes Tristan would stay with them. Behind the closed door, they 
would stay up long after dark to talk. They hashed out old conflicts with people who had gone 
missing in their lives. They observed the milieu of the planet's political situation. Fig made the 
small moves and corrections all the while, and if the ever-listening Fiver was ever able to deduce 
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a pathology of Fig's words and questions and cross-examinations, he never took any steps to 
indicate that Fig had any sort of intent at all, and did nothing to circumvent him.
“What's the first thing you want to eat when you get out?” Tristan asked.
“Kentucky Fried Chicken,” Fig said. “As far as I know none of the proceeds go to any 
Scientologists.”
“Sure,” Vivian said. “Just a cabal that hucks male chicks whole and alive into a grinder to 
make chicken tenders.”
“I've got to have my pink goo, though.” Fig studied himself a moment. “That's one of the 
areas I'm weakest as an individual—I see no way of reconciling my knowledge that some of my 
food lives a miserable life of disease and discomfort and dies in sudden terror. But somehow the 
taste of it has me subscribed to the system. It doesn't seem to be enough for me to kick the vice.”
“Have you tried thinking about it?” Vivian said. “I know that's something you're good 
at.”
“You know, not so much,” Fig said. “I tend to eat first and ask questions minimally and 
at a distance. This presents me with an alibi for an obvious moral failing: if I'm able to sheath 
that apparatus entirely, or let's say more precisely, stick my head in the sand at it, doesn't that 
mean that it points to the moral bankruptcy of the system, rather than myself of an individual?”
“What?” Vivian said. “No, not at all. You're not serious.”
“Not all the way serious.”
“Well,” Tristan came in, “I mean, if you're talking about voting with your dollars to aid 
and abet an industry, you're complicit in the chicken camps. You're a fat meat-sucking Nazi no 
matter how far removed you are from the exploited worker standing on the chicken line wearing 
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a diaper. If you're not interested in the ethics of it, you're turning a blind eye to every corner of 
it, and they'll just keep to the course.”
“The worst things this species has ever done were done for profit,” Fig said. “Our species 
is facing extinction because of this cognitive dissonance which I know I suffer from. This is what 
boomers call a ‘dismal tide,' but it's really more of a ‘cattle mindset.' We're going to death in 
relative comfort, with the most amenities, and that's why we're not going to make it.”
Vivian sat on the bed with him. Her shoes off and her comfy clothes on, her large hip 
underneath Fig's left hand, her head resting on his shoulder. She breathed quietly and felt the 
warmth of his body, and Fig could tell how safe and comfortable she felt. Tristan sat at the edge 
of the bed and stared at the floor, turned away from them. Fiver hovered in the corner, taking 
tiny and regular camera-pans of the room, and always listening.
“When I was small,” Fig said, “My general anxiety disorder taught me to believe that I 
could prevent specific futures from arriving by imagining them in as much detail as I could. It 
stood to reason that because I was not a fortune teller, if I could see the worst possible outcomes, 
there was no way that they would happen.
“But,” Fig said. “What if we could turn that around. What if we could read the room a 
little more carefully. What if we made better guesses and were able to insert our gifts into 
existence to change the course of history.”
Vivian looked up to Fig and she gave him a kiss. To Fig's semi-surprise, it had worked— 
she didn't just give him a kiss, she was making a sort of move, eyes-closed, tongue gently 
lapping into his lips. They opened their eyes simultaneously, and shared their gazes, turning to 
the corners of their eyelids to see that Tristan was observing shyly. He turned his polite grin 
away.
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“I want to live well,” Fig said. “I want the two of you to live even better than I ever will.” 
Vivian sunk ever closer to Fig's body, fit her crotch into the bone of his hip, and rocked gently, 
once, then twice, coming to a strained rest in a position of maximum pressure. She released an 
impatient but otherwise cool and neutral breath. “And I want you both to look at me sometimes 
and say, ah yes, I've allied myself with the righteous cause.”
Vivian put her hand up on Tristan's muscled back. She played at scratching the muscles 
through his scrubs. Tristan shot up for a second, grabbed a sweatshirt off the backrest of a chair, 
and threw it over Fiver. To Fig's surprise, this seemed to initiate a low-power protocol for Fiver 
rather than trigger any form of panic—he wound down and appeared to peacefully collapse to 
rest under the weight of the sweatshirt.
Tristan returned to the bed and sat down, looking the two of them over. “Where do we 
start?” He edged closer to Fig's thighs, his weight dimpling the bed a little more, shuffling their 
bodies together. He leaned in and Vivian met him with another long kiss. Fig grabbed the back 
of Tristan's hair and waited, smiling for Tristan to look at him and give him the expression that 
signaled a desire to soothe and be soothed.




The Hardest Logic Puzzle Ever
Thirtieth day of night cycle, Fig had the bay fever and it was coming out at work. San 
Francisco was teetering on the edge of seeing the sun again, and all the insanity of the period of 
dark was boiling over city-wide. Fig had to work the counter at the post office—the list of the 
sick included Stefan, Ruby, Therese, Hannah, Avery, Chris, and Winston. There were a few 
other call-outs, but he had stopped keeping track of them. It was his responsibility to keep track 
of their absences to aggregate the sum to be withdrawn from their banks of sick time, but Fig had 
chosen to observe the holiday and give that procedure a miss. He didn't mind working the 
counter. He had gotten better at doing a smoky eye and his black lipstick on inspection had 
proved particularly fetching today and he was eager to see how much it might help conceal his 
rust as a purveyor of customer service.
Ernie had the fever too. He was starting to crack up a little. He was feeling the heat. They 
were about to open which meant people were going to be crashing against their counter in the 
next few minutes. Fig went about logging into the system and prepping his register. Ernie was 
watching him from over top their squat cubicle divider between service stalls. He said, “Did we 
send firm sheets with the drivers?”
“That's Juliette's area,” Fig said.
“Juliette's at home. She didn't come in.”
“That's right, she's sick.”
“Oh.” Ernie sighed. “So we didn't send firm sheets.”
“I would guess that everything that we need to do will be done at close of day.”
“At break of day.”
139
“Stay with me, Ernie. We're almost there.”
Ernie gave a small harrumph and went back to scribbling account balances in the counter 
ledger. He mussed up his gray hair as he scrolled through his console's email registry. The post 
office was under attack at all hours from people looking for packages, and Fig understood clearly 
that you should never look at the post office's emails unless you were looking for some specific 
trail of clues—cursory glances could only buffalo an interrogator and scatter their knowledge of 
their own selves like dandelion seeds in an art film. “I've got sixty-six emails from a guy who's 
lost his package at the university. It was supposed to go to an APO box.”
“Loose lips might've sunk the ship.”
“I think he'll be coming by.”
“If you feel that so strongly, I advise sending no reply. What's the name?”
“Aaron Timberfore. Associate professor of ethics at SFU according to the bottom of 
every email.”
“I remember him. Has he tried correctly addressing his mail even one time?”
“My definition of insanity,” Ernie said, glancing around conspiratorially, “is trying the 
same things over and over and expecting different results.” Ernie had gotten a PhD in 
psychology many years ago. He and Fig were the only ones they knew of at their facility who 
had any graduate education. This was Ernie's line. It was his go-to. He told whoever could hear 
him this same sentence over and over and over. Of course this wasn't really Ernie's fault; it had 
taken Fig a couple of years after he started to puzzle it out, but the North Beach post office was 
an altered place—it had a sort of mysterious, maybe semiotic, relationship with the terrestrial 
lives its occupants lived, and sort of embroiled them into a convoluted spaghetti of time. You 
might step away to go to the restroom or hit your pipe out back, and you'd go through a maze of 
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doors that slipped you into different continuities without so much as a modicum of fanfare—you 
might return to your post unassumingly and soothed but an unquantifiable number of years later, 
or previous the point of time that you departed. The customers suddenly in fashions that were 
strange to you. You'd maintain your post and one of your coworkers would wander off and you 
might not see them for a couple days or four years—things were slippery because they all 
seemed to have their timelines scrambled and their vectors appeared to be totally distinct and 
their points of contact with one another occurred at completely different frequencies. It wasn't in 
any way uncommon, for instance, to end up having to train someone to do their job when they 
had trained you to do the same job many years ago. Fig knew for a fact, based on his telling, that 
Ernie had been there about 25 years before Fig had ever shown up, but Fig was adamant that he 
had more experience than Ernie as a postal worker in a vastly shorter span of time.
Despite all this, the practical mechanisms of the United States Postal Service were such 
that they were able to process the mail accurately and get it moved along in a very reasonable 
window. Anyone who experienced any sort of issue with its infrastructure, who had, say, lost 
contact with a package in transit, was one of two things: inordinately unlucky from a statistical 
standpoint, or ruthlessly and hopelessly stupid. In Fig's best estimate of nine years at the post 
office he had learned that this created an excoriatingly straightforward customer service 
procedure—there was absolutely no way to help the customer of either stripe to understand. All 
that you could do was get through it. At some point that was guaranteed, the interaction would 
end. Smoke breaks were key and served as the nuclear option.
Today the torrent of clientele did not end—the value appeared to represent infinity. He 
was pretty sure he had seen some of the same faces at his service stall repeatedly. He had had to 
take his lunch right there at the counter, eating a full hoagie in view of them all, which the room 
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and everyone in line appeared to believe was a well-reasoned decision given the urgency of their 
collected need. This was how Fig had chanced into management. An upbringing in Catholicism 
had illustrated that he could endure tortures that required neither reason nor absolution. He 
wolfed down the last bit of the cheese-steak-area beef substitute filling and swallowed the moist 
toasted loaf. He minded the lipstick as he dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a tissue, 
thereby maintaining eye contact all the while with the customer explaining the rules for handling 
the package they wished to send. This one too was going to an APO box—it was the newest 
Playstation VR apparatus that would fill some jarhead's barracks with a jungle gym of cathartic 
and state-sanctioned slaughter. Fig had his own and was eager to get back to it. The day was only 
half over, and soon the month of August would begin and the sun would return. When Fig 
deigned to visit or work at the counter, he would often see people he had known from the past 
and the future. Because of the temporal distortions that were part and parcel of his trade, and out 
of a sense of deference to the bygone machinations of ongoing existence, he never once bothered 
to avail himself to any of these familiar faces—he understood clearly that the bargain he had 
made to go on living in obscurity mean that he was forever lost to them, as they were to him, as 
ships that passed one another in never ending night.
“Fourteen pounds, six ounces. That box is a zone four, so... we're looking at fifty six 
dollars and seventy-seven cents.”
The customer paused at this declaration. “No, that's not right. It's supposed to be a 
domestic rate.”
“It is a domestic rate. This is the price.”
“Can you make sure?”
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Fig flew his fingers over the keyboard and made the display node sticking out at the 
customer wink out and redisplay. He paused at all the information on the screen, pretended to 
consider a mathematical quandary, then switched the display back on so that he identical price 
from before reappeared.
The customer drummed their fingers on the counter and appraised the matter with an 
elevated measure of attention. A slight huff from the nostrils.
“Oh, shit,” Fig gasped, “You had said that you wanted a special handling code, didn't 
you. I forgot.”
The customer had not done that in the specific sense that Fig meant, but the customer had 
no way of knowing in what manner what he had said related to what they wanted. The customer 
had no bearing at all on Fig's expertise. “Yes,” they said. “Special handling.”
“So the fragile rate is a forty dollar uptick.” On his touchscreen, Fig dragged and dropped 
that handling code onto the order. The computer lumped it all on top of the price display. They 
were up to ninety-six dollars and seventeen cents. Fig was holding on to the fact that this was a 
pre-tax subtotal. He wanted to see what else the two of them could discover together.
“I want to get a flat rate box,” the customer said.
“You have something else to send out?”
“No, I want to take this box and put it inside a flat rate box to ship for thirty dollars.”
“Thirty five,” Fig lamented. “And under no circumstances will this box fit inside a flat 
rate. You'll probably have to take it out and mail it without the packaging you have.”
“It will fit.”
“It will not fit.”
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But the customer insisted and conventional wisdom among industry professionals was 
that the customers were to be seen as right as often as not. They worked together to fold a flat 
rate box around the contours of the extant box. Fig informed them that the flat rate box was not 
permitted to bulge. The customers in line were sleepy and absorbed by their frenzy of activity at 
the counter. They managed to jury-rig the origami of the flat rate box around the video game 
system's packaging, but no reasonable person would say that it “fit” given that the cardboard 
corners were not close to meeting. “There,” the customer proclaimed.
“You know,” Fig said, “the evil stepsisters were willing to slice their own toes off to fit 
their troglodyte feet into the glass slipper. What are you willing to do?”
The customer said, “This will go flat rate.”
“You could remove it from the packaging and repack it in the flat rate box.”
“I refuse to do that.”
“Then you need to go around it about ten more times with this,” Fig said, holding out the 
roll of tape. “You'll need to go to the back of the line.”
The customer promptly turned tail and walked out—they even left everything there. This 
was bay fever. It rendered people unable to read, much less reason. Fig slipped the project 
underneath the desk to be reconciled at a future time or annihilated entirely by a jump in spatial 
continuity. “I can help whoever's next,” Fig said, his eyes calm and unfocused.
The next customer rallied up to the service stall and stood triumphantly before him. 
Another of the infernal familiar faces. “Hi there,” Fig said with errant inattention.
“Hi,” the person said searchingly. As though trying to pry his own recognition of Fig 
under Fig's skin. He paused nervously as Fig went about scuttling together the man's letters. 
“Uh, Fig?”
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Fig rapidly shuttered his eyes to clean the despondent fog from them. A middle-aged 
Asian man. With a shrewd color to his eyes, an explorative and gamely vivacity tucked into the 
corner of his thin mouth. “Vic,” Fig said.
The man smiled back at him, happy to have gotten through. “Vince now,” he said.
“I'm so sorry. Old habits. Happy to see you. Never expect it until it happens!”
“Oh it's all good, man,” Vince said. He looked good. He appeared happy. This was a 
balm to Fig's lacerated sensibilities. He of all the people he'd been face-to-face with today 
appeared the most untouched by bay fever. “Hey, I wanted to see if you had any plans for Bay 
Break.”
In this neck of planar continuity, or contiguous strand of Fig-existence, Bay Break 
referred to the first sunrise that capped off a night cycle. The molecular robotic superstructure 
surrounding the bay area would dissolve into a new shape that permitted chromatic sunlight and 
UV radiation to pass through, and they'd resume a normal day-night routine until the next night 
cycle began December 1st. It was a night that many had turned into a sort of lite-pagan holiday— 
people would stay up all night, some would riot for the upcoming 49ers pre-season, and others 
would attend outdoor film festivals. Everyone was drunk as hell, and people were known to fall 
in the water and disappear disproportionately more on these specific nights. “I didn't have 
anything lined up tonight, no,” Fig confessed, for some reason complicating the conversation 
more than he had to.
“Oh, that's great! I wanted to see the sun rise from the Golden Gate! I was gonna get 
some beers and maybe play some arcade games or something. How's that sound?”
Fig mulled momentarily—a plan assembled itself in his mind like cobblestones rattling 
themselves together over a bleak chasm—he could step off to the restroom, and, he estimated, 
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dodge this encounter with Vince if he wasn't feeling up to socializing with an old friend. He ran 
the figures in his head against what he knew to be his last biometric scan of his bone density 
versus the contingency plan he'd set up to help to prevent his being unnecessarily scrambled out 
of a timeline he tended to prefer—Fig suspected that if he wanted, he could, right now, make a 
leap elsewhere, or, at least, to a different window of time than the one Vince had utilized to 
corner Fig at work. “Yeah, that sounds really great,” Fig said. He looked at the clock—already a 
few minutes to closing time. The line had almost been quashed by their exceptional service. “Let 
me grab my things and we'll head out.”
Vince obligingly waited at the counter while Fig gave Ernie a wink and said he'd be 
taking off a little early this afternoon. In the locker room, Fig leaned against his locker and 
retrieved the notebook from his back-left pocket. He always checked the cover before he began 
reading the inside—he had never seen any evidence of the book having been scrambled when he 
passed through a scrambler field, but it was part of his procedure to check first the title for any 
discrepancies. Psalms. Fig flipped open his notebook and examined the phonetic glyphs of his 
shorthand. He was able to confirm it had been four nights since he last slept in the steel coffin at 
his apartment. When you made landfall back in the world-without, you might have been 
redirected somewhere you've never been; you could be anywhere. But Fig had a leading theory 
that what he assumed must be pockets of particle-acceleration fields that were not tethered to the 
anthropic arrow of time were able to be thwarted, or at least could have their effects severely 
limited if Fig slept inside a steel enclosure. Baking his dreaming body in the mausoleum of 
melded iron appeared to dampen the fields' (if they were indeed fields, he suspected the notion 
was more metaphorical and not quite on the mark) ability to accelerate his particles—he thought 
of it as literally “steeling himself,” and more playfully, “stealing himself” from the forces that 
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had entrapped him as a feckless USPS mail room lead. He could mitigate its potential to 
scramble him, but it came with the constant threat of an unexpected scramble—which might 
mean that he no longer had the steel coffin at his apartment. The book helped him keep track of 
not only his sleeping habits and the amount of anti-scrambling energy he'd banked, which could 
be demarcated with a simple tally based on its exchange ratio that he had (imperfectly) 
calculated, but it also served as history of the material changes each scramble had made to the 
outer continuity of the world, and many manifestos' worth of ruminations on the implication 
they held for his interior life and the alterations his behavior would require. He looked set to pull 
the trigger on this one—he was bored with this timeline and he wanted to hit the eject button. 
The hallway by the breakroom had a particularly volatile spatial relationship to the building 
given the near-constant microwave activity coming out of the breakroom. He always avoided it, 
but he reckoned that he could use it to give Vince the ultra-planar slip.
But when Fig returned to the desk to head out for the day on his own, he snatched up his 
faux-leather satchel under the desktop and was astonished to see Vince still standing there 
undaunted by any interruption to time and space. “Ready?” he asked.
The air outside the post office sloshed onto Fig like a bucket of icewater. Above them in 
the sky the undulating image of a supermassive jellyfish swam angelically across the nanite 
dome. Feeling refreshed and unusually vivacious for it, he was surprised to look back on the 
previous few minutes and recognize he had almost followed the bay fever's path of deception to 
scramble himself off his continuity streak. Vince was a pleasant soul, enormously and broadly 
caring and patient with Fig's malignant eccentricity. Having not seen one another in about eight 
months, they caught each other up on their lives as they stalked through the carousing mobs of 
tech whizzes and grotesque milquetoasts who had aggregated on the boardwalk. The black bay 
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churned insidiously—pressure changes were already occurring as the sky issued the next stage of 
its molecular configuration to take shape and permit the passage of infrared heat through the 
shield. The temperature change issued a tropical breeze through the streets.
The city was alive with the hope of the end of night. Everyone was out with their friends 
or with their kids or with their friends' kids. Their colors splashed handsomely together. Grey­
haired men in Marty McFly getups. It had been some years now since a set of smart sunshades 
were introduced by a local startup that amplified night vision to broad daylight levels, and it had 
been swept up in a peculiar cultural institution that'd been burgeoning independently for two 
decades—retrofuturism specific to the images of the 1980s. MIT kids issued bay visas had 
started in with the flat-top hairstyles or pleated locks, denim and letter jackets and neon-infused 
hi-top trainers. They started selling that old Nintendo glove from the movie again, though no one 
remembered that originally you could play games with it. DeLoreans. Custom-built lightcycles. 
Holographic flocks of seagulls. Redline kids' bicycles came in adult sizes now and were ridden 
around town unironically in the dead of the bay's night cycles, which by the bye had introduced 
a faux vapor wave simulacrum of the sun that hung blood-orange for much of the permanent 
night, crossed over with the horizontal black lines in the pattern you used to see on Styrofoam 
cups and nocturnal synth album covers. The whole phenomenon went by many monikers, and 
Fig sometimes derisively dubbed it “technabilly”—a juxtaposition that hadn't caught on with 
anyone he knew (though he had been encouraged to back off “Reaganbilly” entirely). From 
somewhere, music issued that precisely matched the revisionism and obsession with surface 
images—a driving but relaxed synth tempo, with a pleasing and melodic lyrical riff: You had me, 
right from the start. You held the key, into my heart.
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The music was coming from a 24-hour cafe called Hover Boards. Fig and Vince went 
inside for dinner. They both ordered lemonade and settled on sharing an entree—beef and 
mushroom stroganoff with pickled peppers and sauteed onions and a dusting of diced liver. They 
just kept right on with catching one another up on their lives—Fig hadn't had much to go on 
(apart from the ongoing work of the personal ethnography in his Psalms, but he wasn't ready to 
dig into it with Vince just yet), but Vince had just moved out of the group home and had landed a 
steadyish six-figure gig. Since his emigration to the states (he still referred to it as an “amicable 
extradition”), he had built on the path his psychiatric treatment had set out for him—he had 
reached a place of significant power over not only his mind but of the world that housed it. The 
regret had caramelized into social action. He campaigned for mental health awareness and 
advocacy for sufferers of acute psychotic episodes. Much of that business he'd conducted had to 
be done under assumed names but eventually the story broke that he was a free man, while still 
receiving round the clock checkups with his care team. He had been issued a citizenship visa 
under the bay dome after making a connection in Silicon Valley who had undergone a very 
public meltdown and liquidized a number of firms orbiting his company. In no time, Vince's 
intrinsic talents in the culinary arts had made first contact with Scientology. He was now a 
sought-after chef in the area of preparing placentae into made-to-order forms of high-dining 
cuisine.
Fig lamented that he hadn't had authentic beef in ages. This was an odd thing to say, 
because he realized too late that the only thing he could have meant by “authentic” was “stripped 
from a once-living animal” and he felt like he had effused a profound faux-pas given his current 
companion, a chef. The meat you ate in the bay area was not grown from anything that had a 
soul, so to speak. Mass produced from cell cultures, it was authentic in that it was chemically 
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identical to meat you ate in picket-fenced Normal Rockwell land, but without any of the 
downsides. Safer and at least as juicy, it was a literal no-brainer. Fig retracted his feeling of 
regret and Vince smiled at his show of humility. They talked for hours about the olden days.
They agreed to head over to the Golden Aura Arcade centrally located in Golden Gate 
Park. Fig was curious to see if any of the park's lower-lying areas were turning into marshland. It 
had all started to happen way faster than any experts had been permitted to say out loud, but the 
official stance had remained the same that it was all going to be all right, especially in the view 
of San Francisco's tech lords. SFO had lost one outermost runway to the rising water. Other parts 
of the bay had started to sink while the waters slid over top—all of Union City had already sunk. 
South of that Palo Alto, San Mateo, and Foster City were moistening, their pavements puddling. 
Santa Clara's downtown had found the finance to turn its dampened infrastructure into a system 
of canals. They swapped streetcars for long boats and thus cunningly pivoted to West Coast 
Venice, Italy. With an average extra foot of water bubbling over from the bay's runoff, the place 
had started to rake in tourism money from the outlying areas and they'd paddle you through 
streets that were suddenly clear of the destitute. Saltwater marsh had begun to creep into lower 
boroughs of Oakland. What little low-income housing had been left standing was now washing 
out to sea.
On the walk over, the night had started to warm. The breeze felt beautiful on Fig's skin. 
He felt safe and at peace. Desiring to keep the good vibes rolling, Fig produced from his 
rucksack a plastic baggie stuffed with chocolate orbs. These were his Ghirardelli edibles and 
were, he assumed, exclusive to the bay market. These were an astonishing discovery when he 
emerged from a particularly hellish post office shift in which he'd been scrambled (according to 
a proof still under review in the Psalms) as many as three times two years ago.
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Large lime-green letters, spraypainted on a corrugated storage container forgotten in the 
lot of an old building screamed at them:
WE STARVE WHILE YOU GROW MOLD
WE REMEMBER THE TASTE OF MEAT
But as they walked on they spotted the refrain that stood sentinel and opposite to the 
previous couplet:
WE ARE RATS IN THE HOLD
WE ARE THE SISTERS OF THE STREET
Fig was already a lot higher than he expected. He wondered if maybe after he'd seen the 
second couplet he had popped a second Ghirardelli into his pelican gullet without remembering 
the fugue state that had done it. He could review the Psalms later for a clue. For now, he'd enjoy 
the evening with his perennially estranged friend. He didn't mind that Vince was somewhat 
boring. He was a good listener and he told good stories. They strolled into the park side by side, 
talking energetically of the films they'd most recently seen. Fig was very proud of his personal 
project at the cinema—because there was a genre of film you could attend now that was AI- 
generated at point of purchase, he had been for the past five years continuing to expand the 
extended universe of the M. Night Shyamalan washed-out pseudo-superhero Unbreakable 
franchise. He had introduced into his private canon the images of Harry Dean Stanton, John 
Leguizamo, Ashley Judd, Idris Elba, and Joaquin Phoenix among the mainstays of Bruce Willis, 
James MacAvoy, and Sam Jackson. For years now he had been flirting with the concept of 
bringing in Werner Herzog, Rory Culkin, Thomas Hayden Church, Phillip Seymour Hoffman, 
Raul Julia, and most chaotically, coke-years Jean-Claude Van Damme or teenaged Winona 
Ryder. He was typically impressed with the result; the AI did a really good job of algorithmically 
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articulating the dramatic tone of these gloomy arthouse action psycho-thrillers and 
mathematically pinpointing the best use of each actor based on their historic catalogue versus the 
vessel that Fig had directed the AI screenwriter/editor to plug them into. He had actually lived 
through a period in which a monopoly of entertainment had been exerted not through cowboy 
films but through nakedly pro-CIA space wizard movies, so this seemed the clearest and most 
straightforward method of indulging his sarcastic nostalgia. It was always very creative with 
these dead actors' talents and came up with highly imaginative roles for them as superhumanoids 
experiencing the moribund anguish of ongoing familial strife. So far none of the films had 
explicitly starred one of the women but he was holding out for the day it'd happen. Some of the 
entries into his expanded Shyama-verse had gotten some social media traction and were getting 
passed around by people who considered themselves in-the-know. Vince admitted he hadn't seen 
them posted anywhere yet but he'd love to screen them with Fig.
But like those blessed twin-sibling buildings that had been brought down by extremely 
angry college students on domestic American flights that everyone still talked about totally 
divorced from any measure of context that was only just-barely alluded to exactly twenty-four 
syllables ago, their conversation was straining with the weight of Fig's enthusiasm and was 
reaching a point of cataclysmically toppling over by the time they had found the entrance to the 
byzantine and unmistakably imperial arcade. The mention of his washed-out navel-gazing 
superhero movies had reminded Fig of his burgeoning ethos of existence, which was how he 
preferred to think of his weird theory of everything. Of course, though, there wasn't anybody on 
earth more game to hear him out than Vince, which encouraged Fig to keep the motor purring. 
They played one another in a preposterously ancient but smooth-running Soul Calibur arcade 
cabinet, slashing away at one another with expert Kung Fu timing. The music playing pandered 
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to their age group and infested them with warm feelings, which kept their money flowing into 
the machines and the bar. Fig and Vince were displeased to remember the go-carts ran on solar 
cells and were still out of operation. They were promised to have a workaround ready by the start 
of next night cycle. And Fig immediately understood that someone's citizenship hung on that 
vague promise and therefore curtly accepted it as an apology. They stalked off together for the 
miniature golf course.
At the equipment desk, they rented putters and their golf balls, a rich royal purple for Fig 
and cool aquatic-yellow for Vince. The foot traffic had thinned considerably at the golf course, 
and they were happy to have the place virtually to themselves. Fig took advantage of this by 
getting to his closing remarks on the issue they'd tackled together. When he'd turned 30, he 
began noticing ergonomic patterning. The caps of laundry detergent containers, for example, 
were seemingly perfectly measured to be the exact diameter of the column at the center of the 
old fashioned washing machine basins, allowing detergent to slide down the column and more 
deeply into the laundry load. Clever little spatial tricks that humans could use to hypnotize 
themselves into seeing form as the answer to chaos. But “form” was nothing more than a tendril 
of chaos narrowed to a point—it had no claim to functional superiority over planets and stars and 
light itself shooting lifelessly across space. Form did a lot for creature comfort, but what was the 
point of having woken up as a creature at all? The perception of form and structure and the spine 
of mathematics at all was a pointless game, a diversion really, from the obvious yet invisible 
chaos that held the universe inside its muck as a substrate. To make the aesthetic choice to prefer 
the spiral galaxies over the formless and ancient beds of burning matter that spawned them, and 
yet still greatly outnumbered them, was to stick up for the underdog. Form is an outlier, and 
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could be said to perform no practical function. The vicious idea Fig recalled pouncing onto him 
as a child: what if nothing is the real something?
But this was a peculiar detour around the notion that everything emerges from something 
else. Gnostics saw everything as having originated from a tiny point in space and expanded into, 
eventually, complicated simulations of the same. Endless and constantly expanding, it was 
everything you could see, and it included you. The practice of alchemy became a science derived 
from these views. And though it was crude at best and delusional at that same utter best, it 
proffered a form of religious “worship,” a thing you could do with your hands to demonstrate the 
illusiveness of separate states of matter and atomic activity—it was all reducible and able to be 
spun as one thing, and in some other time, another thing entirely. It was a cult to human will—I 
am able to conceive of reality, and thus I am able to create it too. The latter element, then, may as 
well be the symptom of the former. Thought itself as a form of turning the poison of lead into the 
luster of gold.
Chaos theory was a field of mathematics that paused to press fingers on specific pages in 
gnostic cookbooks, but with a clear purpose of legitimacy and careful scientific study. Or at least 
that's the assumption of conventional wisdom. Similar to alchemy, chaos theory sought 
mathematical demonstration of a sensitivity of circumstances to underlying and initial 
conditions. Where things begin help to describe where they end up, but only some of the time. 
Where the line exists that describes the shifting line of determinism is, as described, a contest. 
What is a pattern, and what is an outlying spike of activity being misidentified as a trend? The 
work is important, in part because its questions are so slippery. If you touch on a contradiction, 
you've discovered a hidden rule—you've hit on something, but what is it?
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“So,” Fig concluded, “the only way you can really explain all this is by the concept of the 
eternity model. Obviously none of this stuff is the actual. It's real, but it is not original, you see. 
It is a holographic supermachine of circumstances grinding away on one another across an 
infinite set of timelines, and therefore an infinite field of time. It is the only way for a species to 
conquer death outside of masturbating onto portraits of White Jesus Christ. You have to produce 
a perfect simulation not only of the past, but of the present, and of the future, but additionally, if 
you have the ability to do all that, all you have left is to produce real conceptions of all possible 
configurations of reality. That's where we were born. Into this inscrutable machine of 
experiences, wound round itself infinite times, recapitulating what it already knows—there's no 
point to any of this, but it was set in motion and so it'll just keep going.”
“I agree,” Vince sighed. “I only wish that we could have enjoyed more of it. So much 
time wasted.”
If this was a subtle dig at the past twenty years of Fig's life, Fig opted to let it slide into 
oblivion unacknowledged. “Me too,” Fig counter-sighed. “Oh, Vince. Me too.”
Fig stood pensively over the pitching green and knocked the head of his putter between 
his shoes with a hale adjudicator's presence. He scanned the field for distance and terrain, 
inhaled sharply before addressing his opponent. “Now, for this challenge there are three criteria 
you must meet. First, you must know what to do. Second, you must know... how to do it. And 
finally—”
Vince was already lining up his opening putt. Studying the slant on the edge of the distant 
green. “I must do it.”
“Very good then.”
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Vince chipped his golf ball at the windmill up the lane. The ball zipped cleanly through 
the windmill blades and through the narrow tunnel at its base, and to both their astonishment, 
came the sound of his ball kerplunking for the hole in one, ostensibly having adopted some extra 
speed on a decline hidden from view.
“You have demonstrated,” Fig proclaimed, “that you know what to do, that you
know.. .how to do it, and,” he breathed theatrically into his nose, “that you can do it.”
Vince held up a finger-gun, blasted away at the windmill, and blew the imaginary smoke 
from the tip of his finger. “All in the geometry.”
The clay was with Vince. And he had a good pair of hands. Chef's hands. This was going 
to make for stiff competition. “I wish I had been born a thirst trap who can't read. Life would 
have been a lot easier.”
“Don't say that,” Vince said. “I trust you know what to do, and how to do it.”
“Thank you.”
Fig took his place at his opening putt. Just as he was about to cut loose on it, he stopped 
and appraised the turning windmill blades. “The geometry. I like that, Vince. Those are words 
for the thing that's always on my mind. The infernal clockwork of our lives. What does it touch? 
Where is the engine for this windmill? The light breeze doesn't make it turn, but it looks 
convincing enough. I mean, could it be reasoned that the Greyhound incident may not have 
happened if the United States hadn't invaded Iraq in 2003? My thinking is that it may not have.” 
He allowed Vince a little window to let that percolate in his skull.
Vince's mind appeared to go to work on the notion until it had been sanded down to a 
clean pearl—“I don't understand why it is,” he said, “but I have that feeling too.”
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“I think so too. And I don't know how to explain it. And if the Orioles had won a world 
series that previous season, who knows what else might have happened. The clockwork is 
necessarily inscrutable, and when we scrutinize it, more gears appear to bamboozle and keep us 
looking for the outer extremes that close the system. And we're lunatics for looking, much less 
talking about it. It isn't only a feature of the clock, but of the lens we use to get a look that much 
closer. The two things together do not help us to understand. It is merely finding a safe and 
defensible postulation, and that can go either way. Sometimes a great thinker comes along to 
show us how much of our ass we'd been showing by running the numbers the wrong way, but 
oftener still that person is burned alive for all to see.”
“The siege from within,” Vince intoned.
“Oftener yet.” Fig clicked the putter on his rented purple golf ball. He had placed too 
much lateral spin on it with an unfortunate twist of his wrist and the ball whirled defiantly into 
the corner in front of the churning windmill, but clear of the blades. “I believe the psychosis of 
this place is treatable,” Fig confessed, “but as for my aim, it's in the fucking toilet, permanently.”
“It's clear that you know what to do, and how to do it. But,” Vince pointed out, “you 
have yet to do it.”
“All things in time,” Fig huffed. “As my father used to say, straighten up, fly right.” He 
nicked his ball against the opposite wall and successfully banked it into the narrow hole at the 
base of the croaking windmill. From here he could hear the ball sputtering gently down a series 
of steps, and he walked to the other side of the windmill to see that his ball had descended a 
series of plaster tortoises that served as the hidden foundation of the decorative windmill 
chokepoint, whose heads stuck out of the flapjack pile of turtle shells, which presented the 
opportunity to disrupt the shot's attitude if the putt was not given enough english to clear the 
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turtles entirely, as Vince had fortuitously done on his hole-in-one. Fig's ball fell dead in the 
middle of this lower lane, just short of the hole's vestibule. “Recalibrating,” Fig announced. He 
successfully sunk his ball with another stroke. “Par,” he announced.
“One over, actually,” Vince called from the other side of the windmill and turtles.
“Mother-fuck,” Fig said plaintively. “I require additional nerve-dampeners.”
“I attribute it to having never missed my two vitamin D capsules every morning for all of 
night cycle.”
“And I attribute it to your being the chosen one. You are the hand of the iris itself, here to 
do its work.” Fig cut open the small dissolvable semi-plastic baggie full of Ghirardelli orbs.
The music cut in with an excruciatingly catchy guitar hook they recognized from their 
youths, and just as they finished the next hole they began playing fretwork on their putters along 
with it, and when the chorus hit, they sidled up to one of the putters as though it was a 
microphone and sang together:
If you're friends of P, then you're friends of me!
If you're down with P, well then you're down with me!
Friends of P, friends of P, friends—
They continued along the trek of angular and epistemic conquest for the remaining 17 
holes, and Fig remained roughly neck-and-neck with Vince. But on the second time round 
beginning again at Windmill One, the margin had begun to widen. This produced in Fig a 
nervous energy that he wouldn't have articulated as such. The tangible blowback from it, 
however, was increasingly passionate discourse about the stresses that the next generation of 
humans was all but certain to undergo. He had managed to avoid mentioning the C-word (here, 
cannibalism) out of deference to his friend. But at some point his hand must have incrementally 
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dipped low enough that prompted the gentle and unassuming question from Vince: had Fig been 
taking his medications? Fig excused himself to the restroom and propped his putter outside while 
he utilized a urinal and fetched the Psalms out of his back pocket. Fig had remembered his 
vitamin D all night cycle long, but, razing through the pages of his hieroglyphic shorthand, he 
backtracked far enough to learn that he had in fact - great scot! - not taken his single daily pill of 
Zoloft in more than four months. He deposited his penis in his pants and re-zipped, reaching for 
the pen in his right pants pocket and splaying the book onto the sink top, and quartered a fresh 
page for a new proof which he titled Hypothesis of Total Psychiatric Calamity, Notion of 
Unmedicated and Unmitigated Cognitive Compromise Due to Flagging Habitual Vigilance and 
Likely After-Effects in the symbological phonetic cipher that corresponded to the Rosetta stone 
that lived solely in Fig's brainmatter. In the left column, he began scrawling the components of 
his proposition—Fig had been compromised by a lapse in his facilities for self-preservation. This 
pointed to an emotional distress that his line of work and even his careful curation of the Psalms 
had failed to reveal to him. Suddenly in a deadlock with the onset of information that was new to 
him, the ink stopped splotching and he snapped the book closed and slid it into the back pocket.
When he returned to the course, he found that Vince was chatting with some people he 
appeared familiar with, a young and affluent couple with two lily-white children. Fig appraised 
them all genially, and paid no attention to what they said to one another. He reached into his little 
rucksack for the Ghirardelli orbs and while he did he noticed in his peripherals that an 
anonymous young woman was unmistakably watching him. He struggled to get the pouch to 
open and he cast an unfocused scan in the general direction of the young woman, who had 
already returned her attention to her phone. She was very familiar somehow. Probably a 
customer from the post office. Fig sought not to seem like he had noticed her looking at him, and 
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plucked again at the faux-plastic pouch and it finally tore open and the chocolate orb rudely 
ejected itself and was in flight. It bounced onto the putting green at his feet, and before Fig could 
even stoop for it one of the children zoomed over and bore down on top of it. The child munched 
the whole chocolate orb in one gulp, and it was gone. Fig calmly knelt down to speak into the 
child's face. “You have devoured my special treat,” he said, “and it gives me no pleasure to 
inform you, little one, that you will go to hell for this.”
The child sniffled through some sort of chronic runny nose problem, but gave no 
indication of emotional perturbation. “My parents said that hell is just a construct that was used 
to control human behavior,” the moppet said.
“That's very good,” Fig said. “And did they also tell you that the people in charge of the 
city you live in have a vested interest in doping the populace into thinking they have anything 
but the interest of escaping to the moon in fifty years when all viable capital has been stripped 
from the planet and it ceases to function as either a nickel mine or biome? Have they talked to 
you about that one?”
The child was mulling this one over, but seemed unsure where to attack from next.
“No?” Fig said. He brought his face closer to the child and sharpened his eyes at it. “I 
didn't think they did.”
Nearby the parents called for the child to return to them—it was time to go watch the 
sunrise. Fig turned the kid loose and let it scuttle off with them. “It's a bright new day,” Fig 
announced to Vince. “And what a time to be alive. I never dreamed I would make it this far, to 
grow into the horrible position of being the most emotionally stable person I know.”
Vince laughed darkly, saying, “I know too well what you mean, my friend. Thank you for 
all the games.”
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“Next time,” Fig said, “I'll be more prepared for your preferred dialectic.”
“No,” Vince said warmly, “I think it worked out just fine.”
“Said the turtle cup champion,” Fig sighed.
“I thought of it as more of a windmill pogrom,” Vince said.
Back on the street, they worked along the boardwalk toward the illuminated Golden Gate, 
where many like them were headed. The bridge was shut down to motor traffic for the holiday, 
and the border checkpoint on the far end appeared to have its lights off. They passed an alleyway 
and they both saw in the corner of their eyes a decrepit woman in clean clothes. Can you see me? 
she said in a mousy whisper with a harsh giggle in her throat. Can you see me? Neither Vince 
nor Fig gave her any credible evidence that they had seen her. The city was prettier than it had 
ever been. Against the dark of twice-annual night cycles, San Francisco's rainbows had never 
arched more brightly. And its population that lived on the street had never been larger—some 
had smuggled themselves in to take their chances in the shade, but countless others had lived 
there all their lives. When the technology for introducing night cycles had been implemented, 
their numbers were proved to decrease with each one. Small four-seater aircraft shaped like 
dragonflies were Lyfts now, zipping here and there and daintily fluttering atop skyscrapers and 
depository terminals. The foundation for a permanent joint-national facility on the lunar plain 
Mare Imbrium had been poured six weeks prior. Amazon headed the logistics side of material 
transfer. Where had the time gone? Who were these creatures living with him inside the 
tenebrous bubble? Much warmer now, the sun soon to rise, the shell to peel back and let the light 
upon them, to burn them with the shame of all those without, the solar tattoo of those in the 
burning wastes of the Southwest but filtered to the clean bright that could not hurt them as badly 
and they could therefore crave the feeling of it cooking their skin and to live again in the light by 
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which the survivors of the long night could collect a tally of the ones they had lost and concoct 
theory of their fates.
At the foot of the bridge Fig and Vince were given fluorescent wristbands. Probably a 
maximum number was allowed and could be approximated by issuing that number of colorful 
identifiers. The gargantuan arches awash in the caramel-colored beams of light, the opulent mid­
century mystique against the perfect black of the night sky. The ashy wreathes of mist on the 
hills at the extremes of the city border. The unmistakable beating terror and agonizing glee of the 
people anticipating the hot morning sun on their faces. Fig and Vince ventured through carnival 
mob. Fig felt untethered from them. He feared his mascara might be running, but he was 
otherwise exhilarated. His eagerness to get to the center of the bridge was excruciating, like 
some sort of geomagnetic tether had instructed him to bisect the length of the bridge with his 
body. The clay lurched underfoot—the just-palpable sway of the bridge, the inchwise lilt of 
suspended steel. The water far below stirring the wind, the below intermingling with that above. 
The ecstasy of interactions, the churning gears of the actual, the roving perpetual metamorphosis 
of the clay, as far as the eye could see, even when the sky itself belonged to Google and the large 
countdown timer materialized at the zenith of the nanite dome.
Before he really knew what was going on, Fig had already clambered onto the railing and 
hoisted himself over to place his heels in the railing and hang off the edge by his hands.
Slowly, he could sense Vince moving close to him. “Hey, Fig,” he said. “You okay over 
there?”
“Eh, pretty all right,” Fig answered sincerely.
“I hope I haven't said or done anything that would upset you,” Vince said.
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“Not at all. I'm very grateful to have been able to spend time with you. I'm excited for 
bay break.”
“Why don't you come back to the other side?” Vince ventured.
“Just a moment,” Fig said, the cool air lapping his exposed skin, the putty of his mortal 
shell flinching away from its chilly affection. “I want to have the very best view of the sun.” 
Gulls screamed rhythmically. Like most everyone under the dome, they could feel the moment 
coming.
Vince drummed his fingers on the railing. Some passersby had begun to aggregate as 
spectators despite their anticipation of the rising sun. This was ever slightly more exciting.
“Hey, take a look at this,” Fig said. “Look down there.” He indicated beneath the bridge 
with a tilt of his head. “The suicide net is gone! I didn't realize that was part of the beautification 
effort, but it makes a lot of sense, doesn't it! Many birds, and only so many stones.”
Vince clucked his tongue, and seemed to look over his shoulder in building distress.
Fig absorbed their terror and swung his face in more and more exploratory arcs over the 
220 foot abyss.
“Hey buddy!” someone shouted at him. “Jesus loves you!”
“I love him too!” Fig hollered back.
“Fig,” Vince said to him all of a sudden, “look who's here.”
Internally rolling his eyes, Fig acquiesced and looked over his shoulder. And yes, there 
he was: Officer Harper Whitman-Briggs on the scene, patrolling that big bright orange tourist 
depository beat. “Well howdy, Fig,” he said.
“Hey there,” Fig said. “How's it been? Busy night?”
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“You know, somewhat,” he said. A slow cud-chewing motion in his jaw, side to side. 
Oppressively calm. “Got any plans for Bay Day?”
“Back to work, I reckon,” Fig said. “Had any jumpers tonight?”
“None so far. Couple attempts, but hey, we're all accounted for.”
“Far out, Officer. Aces.”
“Thanks, Fig.”
Fig felt weightless. He stretched his arms and used the leverage of his body weight to 
strain them in his shoulder sockets, and it felt beautiful. He also liked how much everybody 
watching reacted to his gentle motions in either direction. As a child he imagined he'd end up 
being the toast of the town somehow, some way.
“How's work been going?” Officer Briggs asked. “That was at the post office, correct?”
“Oh, you know. It's a good socialized government job, so I like it,” Fig said. “It's a grind, 
but that's fine. I'm good at it. I am in a unique position in this city to tell anyone off who comes 
close to giving me the second degree with no risk of being deported into the wastes.”
“That's not so bud, huh,” Briggs said. “Say, Fig, I've got a question about a missing 
package. You think you can help me?”
Fig tilted his body close to 45 degrees outward with a dramatic swing. “Do you have a 
tracking number?”
“I think so,” he said. “Let me see.” He got out his phone and started scrolling. “Yeah, 
says delivered to agent at 6:22 AM.”
“Which zip code?”
“Hmmm. Doesn't say.”
“Yeah, well,” Fig said. “That's not good.”
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“Think it'll turn up?”
“It might.”
“Tell ya what, Fig. I'd really appreciate it if you could help me see the end of this 
problem.”
“Oh no problem. Definitely.” He stretched himself out over the water, locked his knees.
“Hey, what's this?” the officer called in some other direction. Someone was stalking up 
to the party.
“It's DeAngelo's!” Vince said.
It's fucking what? Fig looked back onto the sidewalk. Someone holding a large piping 
hot deep-dish pizza was wearing an orange raincoat. They had booked a suicide pizza in 
advance. Vince almost certainly had made the call. The delivery guy crept up to them with the 
goodwill of a wartime messenger—careful and transparent in his movements. He popped open 
the top of the box and Vince and the cop grabbed themselves an almost incredibly gooey piece of 
it. A couple of particularly daring carousers stepped forth to claim a slice. “How's that smell, 
Fig?” Vince called out.
“You know,” Fig said, “that smells really fucking good.” And it really did: it was a smell 
that reminded him of those days of fog and sunshine at their co-op in the hills. Long before the 
month-long nights. Long before they all faded in the withdrawing mists, and left him alone in the 
city, where he tried his best to sidle up with the fascists who had taken up the reins. DeAngleo 
pizzas, skin-on-skin, whichever toxic accelerants and narcotics got the juices to flow. He missed 
them all. He missed specific ones a lot more. It was the confluence of the smells that worked, 
that inky salt-riddled breeze coming off the water, the molten golden cheese and tangy tomato 
sauce. He missed the smell.
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Fig gave a defiant look to them all, and lifted his closed fist, then spun his index and 
pinky fingers out and twiddled the gesture. “Party on, Garth!” he cried.
Vince's eyes glistened with tears. It was either an expression of grief or of wounded and 
tranquil acceptance. “Party on, Wayne!” he shouted back.
Fig's body whirled around to face the bay, and just as the first shimmer of sun shot 
through the gap created by the dissolving dome at the brink of the horizon, the cheer 
reverberated in a line over the bridge, and he tilted forward, but he suddenly stopped, and with 
all forward and downward motion arrested, his eyes opened and fixed onto the suddenly 
illuminated water roiling far below—something moved in the water, just at the surface, a 
massive, undulating cord of muscle, something very long and astonishingly broad, of obscure 
color and shape, thrashing suddenly as if caught out in the open by the sudden strike of sunlight, 
a massive uncoiling action of a stout cord of flesh and fins.
“Look!” Fig cried out, and realized that, holy mother of fuck, he was actually dangling by 
something at the back of his hips and had let go of the railing. He could sense suddenly, and 
corroborated the supposition by looking back, that Vince and the cop had both managed to get 
their hands around Fig's belt and were hoisting him backward. “I'm serious!” Fig screamed at 
them, “For the love of God, LOOK!”
Quizzically in the frenzy of panic and desperate tugging and bracing of bodies on the 
guardrail, they got his feet to stick onto the base of the railing and their labor relaxed just a little 
when his knees locked and he held himself on the ledge. They gazed past Fig into the water, and 
were stricken quiet despite their terrified breathing, and stared at the last bit of the thing of the 
water corkscrewing a broad dorsal fin and plummeting into the sparkling waves.
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“Did you see that?” Fig exclaimed, already clambering back over the railing all his own. 
“Please tell me you saw that,” he said.
“We saw,” they said. The pizza guy was leaning over the railing now with his slice of 
pizza. He refused the crust and, turning up his face triumphantly to the roaring light of bay break, 
hurled the pizza crust off the side of the Golden Gate bridge, into the blue void between them 
and the water.
Taken together, these events resulted in one of Fig's longer stays in treatment. The USPS 
was able to foot the bill, it turned out, because the national war bounty was distending the girth 
of its bloodsoaked burlap and was spilling into the cupped hands of national agencies. You kept 
what you could catch as long as you swore allegiance. Fig explained this and many other things 
to his reticent, cagy nurses and the refreshingly patient and gamely visiting doctor handling his 
case, Dr. Connor. William Connor kept an incredible tableau of calendars on his walls, each a 
separate compendium of art works collected, printed, and sold by the great many sex workers he 
followed on social media and wished to support financially. Fig and Dr. Connor talked a lot, and 
it appeared they both eagerly looked forward to burning an hour or so with one another before 
Bill Connor headed out for the evening to have dinner with his wife and four children. These 
conversations, ranging from epistemological concerns of mainstream cinema that sprouted up 
around fifteen years previous that were suddenly atomized away by the market-detonation of AI- 
generated infini-cinemas to the ethics of bioengineering sea salmon to oxygenate their blood 
more efficiently to survive in the asphyxiating oceans even to the crowning unspoken taboo of 
their social mores: the peculiar moral milieu and turpitude of life inside the border of the Bay 
Area Enclave, once ideological, now rendered physical by unprecedented advances in 
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nanoengineering, had somehow done the trick of preventing Fig being prescribed any sorts of 
anti-psychotics or even an upped dosage of his anti-depressants.
“I have unique vantage point,” Bill said, “I benefit more than just about everyone in here 
from the niceties of it. But I see how people struggle. And I know that what's happening is way 
worse than wrong. I know that it's way, way, worse than things just being a little off.”
The thought of people setting up roadblocks in the American Rockies and prairies to kill 
people with sawed-off shotguns for tanks of gas occurred to Fig, but he sensed that the doctor 
wanted to have a different kind of conversation for the moment, so he held back.
“To tell you the truth, Fig,” he said, “I'm just as scared as anyone else.”
He wasn't, but again, that was fine. For now.
“I see what goes on out there,” he said, observing the thin milky run of the setting sun 
through his broad plate-glass window. “And I think that we're fortunate to even be alive. But I 
know that isn't enough. I know that we have to do more than what we've done. I think a lot of 
what we've tried has done harm as much as it's done good. I think the bottom line is the bad 
guys won.”
“They have comfortably set on that notion themselves,” Fig said with a darkness welling 
into his voice. “We shall see just how tight a hold they've got on things.”
“It's tight,” Bill said. “It's tight. You know that it is.”
“I know that it's tight. But I don't owe any credence to the notion of an unmovable object 
and an unstoppable force. Neither thing can possibly exist. Understanding that has political 
implications.”
The doctor popped his own jaw with a pensive motion of his lower mouth.
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“You've gotten fat on their Soylent Green, Bill.” Fig's impatience suddenly broke 
through the rotted canopy that held it up. “You're their boy. You just sweep the street for them of 
the sick and the broken. And meanwhile I make sure the ones they tricked into dying overseas 
get their muscle-calming meds and their emotion-relaxing war pornos.”
That was a little too far. That had hurt Dr. Connor a little bit.
Loosing his careful sigh, Dr. Connor said, “Your daughter called. She's coming into town 
to see you. I told her we wanted to check with you first.”
Interesting. What a card to have dealt. “My—” Hold, hold up, that wasn't the play—too 
much hesitation already. It was like somebody had thrown him a gold-encrusted rope ladder into 
the piping light from a hole-in-a-cloud to heaven while he was sitting there with his cock in his 
hand with a mound of soaking mud seeping up his ass. “Well,” Fig said. “That's a surprise.”
Bill had a suspicious eyebrow pinned nearly at the top of his fucking forehead.
“Did not see that coming,” Fig said, gently gnashing his fingertips together. “This'll be 
interesting.”
“Sore subject, I see,” Bill said. “As your medical provider, of course, I have questions.”
“You're all business,” Fig faintly complained.
“Is there any reason you wouldn't want to see her? Is there any chance she might upset 
you?”
“No,” Fig said. “It'll be fine. It'll be a nice visit.”
“Okay. And you understand that your conversation will be observed? I'm reminding you 
just in case.”
“Yeah, doc. Christ. No worries.”
“Okay. All right.”
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Fig was up all night pacing. His daughter? Who in blazing blue hell did that mean? He 
had been visited surprisingly prolifically since the first night of his stay, by Vince, a nice surprise 
from a couple of friends from a period of time long before him, his parents (during which he 
learned a grave component of this stretch of his Psalms continuity stream—that he was in one of 
the especially irritating strands in which both his parents were not only alive but had actually 
gotten back together in some kind of brazen bid at twilight-years polyamory. On their 
infuriatingly saccharine visit Fig's mother had gifted him a large blanket on which she had cross­
stitched the entirety of a poem by D.H. Lawrence called “Figs.” Fig read it out loud in front of 
his parents and must have started to get a little red in the face because both his parents had 
started to eye him with a creepy sort of pitiful leer, or a simple polite silence. Fig cut the reading 
short and asked his mom if she had bothered to read the poem in its entirety before she started 
the project. She said she had but the full effect of the poem had a delayed release on her and once 
its bizarre ickiness had infested her she had already gotten more than three-fourths of the way 
through the process of cross-stitching it together. She had hoped he would find the whole thing 
funny. He did find it funny, but he did tell the nurse on duty that he would definitely kill himself 
with the blanket if he was allowed to keep it. Half asleep, she took it right out of his hands and 
unfolded it and calmly read the poem, at which point she said she might kill herself with it if 
someone didn't come and take it from her), and one especially sincere and surprisingly touching 
visit from Ernie, Brooke, Juliette, Ruby, Therese, and Winston from the post office. They 
smuggled in drugs and played a game of Settlers of Catan on a dilapidated board that was older 
than half of them. But the notion of meeting someone calling themselves his daughter was a hell 
of a trip. He was mortified. Titillated. Absolutely terrified. He tossed and turned in his cot and 
finally slept through a couple hours' brutal cacophony of percussive dreams, throughout which 
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he would be continually shaken awake to avoid pianos falling on him and the forces of physics 
asynchronously hurling him down pratfalls into the Grand Canyon and so on.
He sat in the low-sensory wing of the behavioral health unit's visiting room, nervously 
jabbing his fingers on the tabletop, wiggling his knees and running calculations about his body 
mass in his head. His diet was controlled so he'd have to do a lot to get his cellular makeup 
steeled for the next shift at the post office. Much to do, and probably not as much time as he 
needed. And now a visit from a stranger of some stripe—
To Fig's horror, the door swung open, and a young woman stood there looking at him as 
if she already knew before entering precisely where he sat. To Fig's horror, she was insanely 
familiar somehow, but he could not place her. A tall brunette—a phantasm from some other 
place that he had possibly pioneered in a different strand.
“Hi, Daddy,” she said. She stalked right up to him and clutched him around the waist and 
gave him a snap-pop kiss on his cheek.
“Hey. Hey, honey.” He embraced her back and felt the heat of stage lights on the back 
of his neck. The nurse watched their every choice. They danced together, fluid as rain running 
over their skin—it simply kept coming to them. They sat and their faces kept the scene alive— 
how much was there to read into? You could study the scene in an acting workshop, and your 
teacher would make a cool two thousand bucks off you pointing at how the alert expression in 
the character of Fig's eyes indicates not only a surprise and a lingering worry of being 
discovered as a charlatan, but also a duplicitous spin on the notion of dramatic irony—he is 
being harassed by a stranger that he could only dimly remember, but, ah, your teacher says, what 
if this person is telling the truth? What kind of a face would you be wearing? Put it on. It's your 
turn.
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Whoever she was, she was dressed like a comic book character. A dark-green corduroy 
jacket with a clean bright blue hoodie bunched at the collar behind her neck. A hewn pair of 
denim shorts over some stripy leggings and chunky boots. Black nail polish. Pale glowstick­
green lip shade and rose-colored wingtips on her eyelashes with a matching foundation of light­
crimson mascara. And an exceptional hand for it. Long brown curly hair tied quick around the 
back of her head. A searching expression, a smart mouth like a holstered gun. Her eyes spaced 
just so—Fig knew exactly who she was. This would be a lot easier than he ever would have 
guessed.
Her face was unmistakably elated. So pretty. Fig could not believe this. She was reaching 
across the table to him, to touch her clay to his. In the microseconds before they touched, he 
assumed that their contact was something that simply had not been intended to occur, and that it 
might result in a matter-negating detonation and a crater that sinks the whole bay into the earth's 
mantle. But if that were to happen, it turned out, it was not fated as such in this strand of 
continuity. Her warm soft hands clutched his larger paw and he closed his fingers on her hands 
and clapped his other hand on top of the pile. Showing at last her perfectly white and even teeth, 
she said, “How're you feeling?”
It was even in her voice. The delicate fry. Good god, she's real.
Now, briefly on the subject of Fig's being slightly untethered from a straight-and-narrow 
arrow of time. Normally, when he'd sensed that he'd been scrambled by the post office's infernal 
energies and hurled somewhere alien to him, writing a new page in the Psalms provided a 
meditative space in which he could build a proof out of the evidence collected externally versus 
the tested assumptions and axioms and myriad other walls of text on previous pages to etch a sort 
of trajectory of his existence, sort of like pinpointing his coordinates in on a hyperreal map, or 
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rather, spinning together a bas-relief on the walls of his tunnel of reality through non- 
configurable segments of time, adding with pieces of charcoal tallies and pictures of sordid 
forms of auroch as he went along, a metaphysical notion of a continuity stream woven out of 
strands. It was in this action that he would assist, if they were to come at all, the manufacturing 
of memories from these disparate time streams that he wouldn't otherwise have, having been 
dropped unaccountably from somewhere-else with a distinct cache of memories. They could be 
teased out of the clay and could be imprinted into him if he was only attentive enough. Almost as 
though other forms of himself had passed through these same areas and left him handprints by 
which he could identify himself, and the desires and aim of his collected wills. The Psalms 
granted him this power, and he missed his confiscated book sorely. In short, without it, he didn't 
know what to think of the proceedings playing out in front of him. But he did make a mental note 
to look into taking a drama class.
“Rarely better,” Fig said. “I feel normal, and stable.”
“So,” she said. “Let's go ahead and talk of the turkey.”
“Since when was French your first language?” That was a hell of a curveball to just come 
catapulting out of Fig's mouth. You'd have had to know Fig for roughly a century to know 
exactly what he meant by that.
“Oh, daddy. Words are hard all around. Cut me a break. You are no patron saint of the 
queen's English.”
I'll be damned, Fig was thinking.
“I've been made to understand the prognosis is good,” she said.
“Yes, that's what they told me after I admitted that I think I have a future in community 
theater.”
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She laughed pretty hard at that. A pretty and melodic sound that rang out of her like a 
bird springing to homuncular life from a nest struck with a sudden beam of sunlight. A profound 
satisfaction was in her eyes. She had caught up with him after all this time. She'd weaseled him 
out. And here she had him in a corner. She had put her eyes on him and he understood very 
clearly that she would keep them there.
“I've come because of Mother.” She said this sentence with a conspicuous change of key. 
Like a pulse of infrasound from a hidden machine humming perpetually in a grim basement, it 
activated Fig's gooseflesh and made him afraid of apparitions, tingling sensory apparatuses in 
him that were unknown to him. “Do you understand?”
Who was this sphinx? He had a very good idea of where she had come from. The 
reference to a mother was maybe a sort of acknowledgement of his recognition—but what was 
she asking? Who was this person before him? Could he dare to answer her question with a 
question? What if they raised the alarm and their uneasy ruse was dashed? The pressure of being 
observed had proved more daunting to Fig than he expected. He had to speak. They needed you 
to speak in these places, just like they did outside of it. Son of a bitch, he thought, time was 
short.
“I understand,” Fig said. “You know how she worries.”
“So I do,” she said straightaway. “You've gotten our attention and we're going to make 
sure you're taken care of.”
“Are those her words or yours?”
“Let's say they're hers of a sort. But every decision is all mine.”
“Interesting.”
A curt smile. What an arresting aura. “I had hoped you would think so.”
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It seemed, then, that the deal had been struck. She had made it so much easier than she 
even needed to. Fig was always grateful to be taken for a total fool—it meant less emotional 
labor and frequently less traditional labor as well. What this meant was that to some degree, 
whoever this person was, she was telling him the truth. She understood the game she had entered 
and had correctly guessed that Fig would play.
And play he did—Bill ejected Fig abruptly the next morning and there she was in the 
lobby, gently rocking her crossed legs as she scrolled down down down on her phone until her 
eyes clicked onto him again, her pensive little mouths sucking on the air out of boredom.
“Let's blow this popsicle stand!” Fig cried, throwing his arms out like he had planned her 
surprise birthday party.
“Groovy?” she said cautiously, smiling with her perfect line of teeth.
“Bodacious,” Fig said. He turned to the nurses behind the reception desk and thrust his 
fist into the air and said, “Black power!”
They exited into the hot street. Middle August already—the striping lashes of the sun on 
the cooked concrete. The city appeared to almost sit quietly with it, the crystalline sky tranquilly 
blue. “What do you like to eat?” Fig asked.
“I'll eat anything,” she said.
“That is very good,” Fig said. He sought a brick oven pizzeria. He did not have his smart 
devices nor his cochlear implant attuned to the location of any of them—he could smell the 
motherfucker four blocks away and led them straight to it. Though nearing mid day, the place 
was surprisingly empty. Fig alone had obeyed the restaurant's behavioral directive. Happy in the 
cool air, they took a table and smooshed themselves into their cushy green-vinyl booth seats.
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She picked up the mozzarella and roasted pepper shakers and studied them. “What's the 
matter, kid?” Fig said, studying her tactile appraisal of the sticky shakers. “You've never been to 
Chucky Cheese?”
“You say some of the strangest things,” she said.
All of a sudden their waitress was upon them. “Anything to drink?” was the question.
Fig looked at his date. “Well? Are you old enough to drink?”
The waitress looked over at her and watched.
Her long gaze had just a tiny little bite on it. She then switched codes when she turned to 
the waitress and said sweetly, “I want a Pacifico,” she said.
The waitress made a small gesture of suspicion, but then somehow read part of encoded 
behavior and then turned to Fig for his drink order.
“Make that two,” he said. Fig hadn't been allowed to do his face and was suddenly 
feeling the anxiety to get into a bathroom and paint it on.
“Do you know my name?” she said, searching his slippery pair of eyes.
He put the terror aside and said, “She never told me.” Well, some terror remained.
She wasn't pleased to hear that and she had permitted him to see it.
“I bet you know mine though,” he said.
“John Figaro Newton. Fig to his friends,” she recited. “And family.”
“And just about everyone else,” he said, nodding with a vague theatrical flourish.
“Priscilla,” she said. “I'm still choosing a last name.”
“Well,” Fig said. “I'm very happy to meet you. I wondered when or if I ever would.”
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“How sweet of you to say,” she said. Her voice carried no note of insinuation, which was 
a significant and arresting detail for Fig to happen across. The waitress brought their mass 
market beer bottles and a couple pint glasses to pour into.
“So,” Fig said, suddenly seeking an earnest and straightforward method of filling the 
quiet, “what brings you into town?”
She mulled it over a bit, scratched a spot of scalp underneath the shorter quarter section 
of her hairstyle. She stretched and relaxed her shoulders and breathed. “I want to have a 
relationship with my father.”
“And he lives here.”
Priscilla had a way of looking at people. “I think that he does.”
“I see,” Fig said. They were about to order a large meat-lovers pizza. Fig waffled on 
whether to get an extra large. Priscilla, though, cut him short and said, actually, what they 
wanted was two large pizzas.
“I am convinced,” Fig said to the waitress, “that her math checks out. Thank you. Two 
large extra-cheese meat lovers-es.”
It took them a few minutes to get through the mire of what-do-you-say-to-this-person to 
get to the generally more pleasant questions about their lives and what had happened to them. 
Fig dodged around the particulars of the past twenty-or-so years, but he spun wonderous tableaus 
of sunlight and golden decades full of light and love. Priscilla listened intently while curtly 
sipping her lager and countered with her narrative of a continent-hopping education as a 
sociology major who, after having seen the utter dissolution of what had been once called 
democracy in Australia with her own eyes, had managed to prove to the SF border authority that 
she had been born at Kindred Hospital and was issued citizenship papers. Despite the lurking 
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insinuations their conversations only alluded to, they warmed to one another considerably, and 
by the time the pizzas came on this curio of a serving tray—it was a steel double-decker of some 
kind which held their extra-thick pizzas on broad cast-iron skillets, one on the top and another 
serving as the undercarriage, they had all but exhausted themselves with trivia about what they 
had been told about one another, though Fig had considerably heard far less about her. To be 
honest, it had never really occurred to him that the two would ever meet in a factual basis. Over 
the course of the discussion, they took furtive but confident bites of the pizzas between them, 
depleting them with a jealous and aggressive pacing. Once they had polished off both pizzas in 
their entirety, they took a moment of silence to help their digestive systems assess the damage 
and pour more beer on top of the gooey and delicious intestinal slop mire.
“So anyway,” Fig said, wrapping up the part where he had once taken a bullet for a dear 
friend and a truncated treatment about how he went on to commit one of the largest betrayals of 
his life against Priscilla's mother, “that happened too.”
Priscilla mulled on these things together. “I had only a little to go on,” she said, “but you 
were described perfectly. You are exactly who she said you were.”
“Hmm,” Fig murmured stupidly.
“But I've grown up, you know. I've been around the world. I have come to understand 
the grease that can collect on people and make them slip away from each other on contact after 
such a long time.”
“So I'm off the hook!” Fig said.
“Ha ha ha,” she stated, sarcastic in sound but sincere in expression.
“You really know how to eat,” Fig said.
“I call it nutrient stress.”
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“Salt, fat, carb stress.”
“None other,” she said, loosing a discrete belch.
“How're you liking the city? Is it like you remember?”
“More or less, from what I remember as a nine-month old.” she said. “And so far I'm 
loving it.”
“You love it?” Fig said with a donned suit tailored out of total and true astonishment. 
“And I assume you must remember it as a simmering crater of cellophane and deluded avarice? 
Infested by some of the wealthiest people to have ever lived and making their shoes out of some 
of the very poorest?”
Her expression was quiet, but unmistakably enthralled by his suddenly turning this stone 
from over top himself. Throwing it right into the air, looking at her like a barking dog. She wore 
an intelligent smirk. “Yes,” she said. “That's the place exactly.”
“You know,” Fig said, “I lived through that cultural moment where we spun the term
‘baby boomer' into ‘lazy doomer.' And you know what we accomplished? A better world. A 
little better. But it wasn't better for everyone, because we still couldn't pull out the root. We 
couldn't get regulations on them. The oligarchs held on through it all, still embedded into the 
dark soil where they've been burying us these thousands of years.” He had heard Priscilla talk of 
her time in Australia, so he knew she was listening intently to him. The attention made him 
nervous, and Fig was nervous, which he rarely ever was anymore, he would begin talking 
swiftly, with a tenacious and uncompromising viciousness. At least, that was the idea he had for 
the character.
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“Maybe our appetites signal our purposes to us. It illustrates our identities as carrion 
feeders—we are impelled to tear down the things around us to help ourselves live. We are a 
slurry of digestive enzymes breaking down a rock.”
“It's how you and I learn. We crack open the hourglass to confirm what's inside by touch 
and taste, and not just by the image it makes.”
“Would you say that you felt compelled to return... to San Fran?”
What? San Fran? “Lower your voice,” Fig said with an immense terror whitening his 
face. “Never, never let anyone hear you say that while you're here.”
“Relax. I just like to push on people's buttons once in a while. A lot like you,” she said.
Fig's heart was racing. But he realized it wasn't because of the massive heat lamp of fear 
that had just cooked and withered him. Priscilla was like some kind of..concept that the 
universe had etched in front of him.
“When I was a little boy, there was this movie, called Star Wars.”
Her listening face was oppressively altruistic.
“It had this character in it, called Yoda,” he said, then swinging into a sort of booming 
and snarling fusion of James Earl Jones and Alec Guiness, “the Jedi master who once instructed 
me.” His hand was open as if to accentuate its stigmata as it performed the sign of the cross. 
“This little guy was this hilarious little muppet, this kind of senile and scurrilous frog-man who 
would leap around doing flips and getting into all sorts of mischief.”
“Fig, I know Star Wars. It's still a thing. Even survived the automation of screenwriting.”
“Well, Priscilla, no shit!” Fig said. “If you closed your fucking eyes and imagined what 
every one of those movies contained after having seen only one of them, you'd be exactly right. 
And this was before it became a free-associative mess written by a platitude-salad generator. Or 
180
was it before?” Fig said, his crazed expression searching the table for the answer between his 
outstretched arms. Acting was easy! Why shouldn't he try it out?
Priscilla was eating it up. She appeared to think this operatic outburst was hilarious, and 
she was laughing smoothly and easily, and Fig kept feeling his heart move around inside him 
like it was a live animal being shocked on the pads of its feet—god, he thought, he was so happy 
to meet Priscilla. Someone who felt real to him. Someone familiar, and kind.
“Anyways, Yoda,” Fig said. “You're in a city where they've got statues up of that funny 
little puppet. He's a historical figure to these boy geniuses squatting on pillaged intellectual 
properties and empty unlisted housing units that appreciate handsomely. They always seem to 
mention him as a personal guiding force in their lives!”
Priscilla was still laughing with it and holding her stomach like she was going to lose the 
air she needed to breath.
“And so! All together the wunderkind and the eunuch muppets boldly went where many 
had gone before,” Fig narrated, part Jean-Luc Picard but honestly tilting the scales a little too 
close to Magneto. “Right now, the leathery, desiccated husk of Jeff Bezos is receiving its 
morning pomegranate enema infused with THC, and watching the Earth rise over a silver Luna 
valley.”
“Fucking good pizza, though,” she said.
“The best imaginable,” Fig conceded.
“You're very strange,” Priscilla said, cooling down.
“Yes.”
“I'm sure you could do a lot worse.”
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“Time will tell. Hey,” he said. “Let's flip the narrative on it a little. It was my birthday 
this year.”
“Was it?”
“Here's to fifty-something years of inarticulate rage.” He presented his bottle to her.
She clicked her cold piece of glass onto his. “Here's to fifty-something more.”
They drank to it. “So I'll ask you then,” Fig began. “Now that you're in town, what 
would you like to see? Anyplace you want to go? Golden Gate Park? I know a good arcade.”
“I'm good on both of those already,” she said. “Actually there's someplace I wanted to 
take you.”
“Tell me more,” he said.
“I want to bring you to Somerset Place.”
“Skid row?”
“The preferred euphemism is Somerset Place.”
The poorest part of Portola. He couldn't remember having ever visited the area. “Okay,” 
he said. “What's in Somerset Place?”
“You'll see. Come on. Let's start walking.”
“When you say that, you of course mean let's get to the Lyft Landing.”
Priscilla patted her stomach with both hands. “Unquestionably.” She covered the bill and 
tipped egregiously before they headed onto the street. Fig got out his phone and sought the 
directions to the nearest Landing. With search parameter he had given been issued the 
appropriate coordinates so his phone and cochlear implants could interface with the city itself, 
telling them with pop-up holographic signs posting which way to walk, visible only to the both 
of them if they were to turn on family location sharing through wi-fi or Bluetooth. For the time 
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though, Priscilla appeared to trust him totally. He suspected she had been at the bridge, but this 
did not frighten him for reasons he could not quite explain.
They went up the street to find the Lyft Landing, and they got in line as the brittle 
dragonfly cars circled in their short holding patterns and came down one at a time to satisfy the 
orders on the platform. Priscilla appeared entertained by Fig's ability, as a representative of those 
of an advanced age, to navigate these devices and their myriad interfaces. He was resourceful. 
He had grown up with these apparatuses as she had, but not everyone had striven to keep their 
advances near at hand. “You know,” Fig said to Priscilla, and by extension everyone who had 
not tuned out on their cochlears within earshot, “all it would take is an unprecedented surge of 
solar activity, and all of these things would just drop out of the air. Isn't it ironic, like we used to 
say! They're solar powered and if they get hit with a solar storm that strips our magnetic field for 
only a microsecond, they'll just, fzzzt, drop dead just like everything else, and fall right out of 
the sky.”
Priscilla was smiling broadly, with that true smile that occurs in bared teeth and 
scrunched eyes. A few people standing in line coughed or sniffled nervously or impatiently. 
“Had we better not take the chance?”
Fig considered this a moment. What were the odds? Astronomically low, that was 
obvious. However, the clay had been rather unpredictable of late—it hadn't occurred to him that 
the tunnel within his strand through space might be melded to another profound hairpin turn into 
unthinkable, screaming madness. Somehow, though, he carried a sticky feeling in his gut that he 
had achieved a moment of peaceful repose. It squished obligingly beneath the steps he took, 
accepting of his weight pressed into it. He couldn't get enough of this feeling. He studied 
Priscilla's face as she pleasantly appraised her surroundings with brief touches of her soft, warm 
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and searching hazel irises, watching all things as though the sounds and smells synesthesiacally 
dosed her with blue musics. She appeared to wobble in place to its rhythm, enjoying the melody 
of the time she spent with Fig. He would follow her absolutely anywhere she wanted him to go 
with her. “We'll be fine,” Fig said. “But if you hear me shout Kobe! it means we're trying to hit 
a trick shot into the bay with our little aircraft, and I'm scared.”
Two more Lyfts both representative of the dual models of available aeronautical Teslas, 
one blue, one green, settled onto the landing, enclosed their allotted passengers and ejected from 
the miniature stadium-shaped enclosure of the Landing, wingblades blurring on the sun-streaked 
midday sky. Priscilla crouched into the white leather seat and Fig took the one beside her. Fig 
had gotten into the habit of scanning his Lyfts for any lost items from previous passengers, 
running his eyes over the row of back seats and his fingers under his seat and through its seams, 
an in the plastic compartments at the foot of the door once it had sealed them in and gently 
pressurized as though to fling them through a vast pneumatic tube. The sun warped pleasantly 
against the reinforced plastinate windshield that smoothly curved into side windows.
“Driver,” Fig said in a weird accent like Kevin Spacey pretending to be from 
Birmingham, “Reckon it'll be Somerset Place today.”
The rim of the low ceiling above them lit up bright navy-blue as it listened to his request. 
“Searching for Somerset Place,” the Lyft beamed effeminately.
Priscilla laughed. “Ha ha, Daddy,” she said. “You senile shit. Stop being stupid.” She was 
reaching for his phone to keep from holding the Landing up any further with their idling Lyft.
Fig, taken mildly off his guard, pretended not to hear what she had just said. A sort of 
flutter sat in his heart like a hummingbird caught in a downpour. He pored himself into the 
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screen of his phone, inputting the actual location of Somerset Place. “I got it,” he said. “We're 
underway!”
“Brussels and Olmstead, Lyft Landing One-One-Eight,” the Lyft sang. “Please fasten 
your seatbelts.” The wings shuddered to life and their drone achieved lift without incident. They 
took off and the sun cut into the cabin as the electric nervous impulse of takeoff stabilized. Fig 
watched the city streets and its sleek and sandstone buildings sink beneath them.
“Did I make you uncomfortable?” she asked.
He turned to her, marked the sincere concern hung on an eyebrow. “No, he said. “Not at 
all.” He grinned at her. “You think I'm scared of you?”
She smiled back. “I don't think you should make too many guesses. I might surprise you 
one of these days.”
“Well,” he retorted, “I'm game.” He cracked his knuckles in his lap. The Lyft took a 
smooth left turn and whisked them through a soft gray cloud that sopped raindrops onto the 
windshield. In five minutes flat, the Lyft had gotten them to the next holding pattern, above 
Landing 118. The area was considerably more brightly-colored than the commercial district they 
had left behind. Another four minutes of waiting in slow broad spirals while they waited their 
turn to land. The graffiti on the brickwork of this area appeared to wrap around every corner and 
run the length of every street, colors applied in overt jubilation and fluid in form, abstract weaves 
suddenly cutting into the granular specifics of pods of crashing whales, of birds set aflame and 
soaring, of great rainforest painted with the optical illusions of teeming and inviting depths. It 
was unbelievable.
A lot of money had been hurled at this district. The bullet points were starting to come 
back to Fig, either supplemented from tangential or parallel strands that he had visited or 
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contiguous with this one, involving the beautification effort of urban areas by increasing property 
value just enough that a sort of bubble of economic infrastructure could flourish in specific 
neighborhoods where they were otherwise unlikely to—this was done as a publicity stunt that in 
effect was aimed at giving the world a glimpse at a sort of Tomorrowland for the homeless—it 
featured no affordable housing anywhere in its packaging.
Fig asked Priscilla if the information he had on the place was accurate. She informed him 
that he had the right idea, but the sartorial duties of the municipality had changed hands—now 
abandoned by the ragamuffin wunderkinds from Silicon Valley, citizens had stepped in to take 
charge of the neighborhood. They were fighting for incorporation as a district. It was going to be 
a sort of Wall Street for the underprivileged. Money changed hands within it and it was able to 
cooperate at such a level that it took in more from outside than it gave out. It was gaining 
strength and in no time it would have a distinct voting district if they could secure seats in the 
city senate.
She led him round the corner to Somerset Street, and the smells of the food had already 
hit him—the voluptuous notes of steam, noodles, and charbroiled meats. And the look of the 
place—a broadened avenue fixed with cobblestones and a carnivalesque procession of tourists 
and people. It looked like a street Fig had visited in Barcelona in his youth, adorned with colorful 
living statues. And to Fig's astonishment, they appeared to be here too—but they were not what 
they first appeared. As they drew closer to the mouth of the entourage, he could see that some 
members of the crowd stood within the locus of the many bodies as performers, and some, if not 
all, were holographic projections of dead people such as Elvis Presley, Michael Jackson, and 
even a creepy ogre hunched who must have been Bob Dylan. Fig and Priscilla came close to 
someone who looked like Fred Astaire, but he emanated from a pod on the ground retrofitted to 
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be able to slide and skip over the cobblestones so that his projection could move with a little 
extra dynamism as the owner of the setup, a woman dressed as Ginger Rogers with the 
holographic pod discreetly tethered to her ankle, kept pace with the hologram's lead and matched 
him perfectly. The stabilization of the Astaire hologram was something Fig hadn't imagined 
possible—their dance was as seamless as what you'd see on 33-centimeter film. Neither was he 
aware that the hologram pods could interface with cochlears with some sort of guerilla 
networking apparatus, sort of creating a limited bubble of music around the performance that you 
couldn't hear outside range. Fig had never seen this place—knew nothing of its existence. People 
took photos with the performers and with the holograms they owned. They shoveled food into 
their bowls from elaborate serving stations situated between food trucks. People were happy and 
together, and pleased with life in the sun. Fig was relieved by the notable lack of Reaganbilly in 
his surroundings.
They slowed their walk considerably to absorb the sights and the sounds. But the 
smells—the food had given Fig a sort of phantom itch of appetite. Though stuffed beyond all 
reason, he imagined what it'd be like to get some of that in him. Death by engorgement would 
have been bitterly disappointing to the care providers who had ejected him. “I wish we hadn't 
eaten,” Fig lamented.
“No regrets,” Priscilla said.
Billy Graham was hollering somewhere yonder. Someone had the finance and interest in 
getting a Billy Graham out there stamped into a holo-gram so that its rudimentary semi­
consciousness could attempt to parse the younger world and not only his role in it, but of those of 
whatever flock he could go on collecting. “You're dark!” the severe hologram pontificated over 
a throng of followers and counter-shouters. “The seventh day of judgment is upon us!” it wailed.
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It almost sounded like it was as scared as anyone. They had set up old-fashioned sound 
equipment so they could broadcast without the interference of anyone's cochlears.
“They call themselves Christians,” Priscilla said, “because they feel in themselves a 
particularly bad need for Christ.”
Fig laughed coolly. He gave her his eyes, went on smiling as he looked back up the street 
in their direction. “That's exactly what I'd say.” They wove on through the crowds on the sea of 
cobblestones.
Fig stopped suddenly when he heard a familiar note hit his cochlears. The melody was 
entrancing and from somewhere far behind him. What was that? He turned to find it. A slender 
woman with an uncanny face, cartoonish but photo-real somehow, with electric blue hair and 
matching eyes slowly strutted up to him, singing: I'm all out of hope. One more bad dream could 
bring a fall. She sang the whole song and Fig stood stricken with the effect of her smooth affect 
with the sugary fizz of melody and carbonated bite to its prosody. He whispered along with her 
as she sang, and he stared into her eyes as she directed every word of the song straight onto his 
brain stem, delivering him into a world of soft rotating light and the warm mush of a large soft 
bed. This one had put the hooks into his dead flesh. He belonged to this simulated person. Tears 
filled into his eyes, but he reflexively did the minute movements in his brows and cheeks that 
seemed to help prevent their spilling over and running down his face. Once the song ended the 
woman smiled genially and strutted back the beginning of her loop. Fig had begun to pick 
himself up and put himself back together and walked away from her, but a sudden gentle touch 
on his hand gave him a jolt—he looked to his side and saw that Priscilla had touched him, and 
that she was looking at the ground in reverent silence. Fig followed her gaze and saw the tether 
leading back to the man who owned the holo-projector. A clean, kindly looking man in his 30s 
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who had seen a lot of nights without food. Fig stooped and dropped all the cash in his wallet into 
the man's hat, and he nodded appreciation to him.
“Where'd you go back there?” Priscilla asked.
“Into the remote past,” Fig said. “I saw my mother there.”
They shared a quiet moment together despite the commotion of all the performers and 
their bubbles of lightshow and squealing delight of the young and old.
“Come on.” Priscilla pulled at him gently. “Let's go see Mama.”
Fog from the bay had blown in. At the end of the street, a sleepy roundabout, sat a green 
space called Tricentennial Park. “The tip,” Priscilla said. “If you hear the Tip, this is what we 
mean.” This was where food for those who could not buy at the taco trucks was produced and 
distributed in a large ballooning canvas tent. Gray whisps of fog appeared to pour down from the 
tall buildings on every side of the park. Soon they were enclosed by it and no stretch of blue sky 
could be seen. A sudden change of season, a cooling and a feeling of an ionizing charge in the 
new emotional pallor it brought.
They stood calmly in line for a minute. This confused Fig—there was no way they were 
lining up for rice and beans. But he quietly intuited an observance of procedure, and soon, a 
young woman came from a hidden tent flap and walked up to Priscilla. They briefly kissed one 
another's cheeks and Priscilla grabbed for Fig's hand while the young woman led them to the 
tent flap.
“There you are, Fig. Wondered if I'd ever see you come out this way.”
He looked up to appraise the speaker and, well, this person was awfully damn familiar, 
Fig thought to himself, no way to deny that. A broad woman, and tall. Dark hair and kind eyes. 
Beautiful, double-chinned.
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“I'm sorry,” Fig said. “Have we met?”
“Not for some time,” she said. “I can't blame you for not remembering.”
More and more smoke and more and more mirrors every corner he turned. Oh well.
“Cryptic,” Fig observed. He looked at Priscilla.
“I'm Mama,” the woman said.
“Hi,” Fig said. Still watching Priscilla. She appeared to eagerly watch him in turn. Like 
she was ready if he tried to bolt. She'd be a quick one to outstrip.
“Hi yourself,” Mama said, looking him over, assuaging his unease. “Relax. We aren't the 
police.”
“That's something,” Fig said. “All right. I'm relaxed.”
“We just wanted to say hello,” Mama said, “And we wanted to know if you'd be 
interested in throwing a little help our way.”
“Categorically,” Fig said, “I am interested. Tell me more.”
“Good man,” she said. “You really are a tall drink, aren't you. All right. We've got a bad 
problem down here, and we think you are in an unusually ideal place to give us the help we 
need.” She had gone about busying herself with a series of plastic containers and had started to 
roll tortillas into faux-chicken wraps. Priscilla and Fig stepped in to assist, scrubbing down their 
hands in the steel sink while they listened to Mama. “My people are disappearing,” she said.
“Where are they going?”
“Someone's taking them,” she said. “And they aren't picking us at random. They're 
figuring out who's a mover and who's a shaker in this neighborhood, and then come one 
morning, nobody hears from them anymore.”
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Fig experienced his usual conflagration of thought, but it was not one colored by its 
mysteries, but its images. Pictures of closed circuit feeds of people talking to someone out of 
sight. Bizarre behavior inside elevators, stepping outside the frame and to never appear in the 
next camera, slipping into oblivion, their matter kneaded into the infinite.
“Who are we looking for?”
Priscilla cut in. “The usual. Somebody at the junction of stupid, evil, and untouchable.”
“I don't believe that he's stupid,” Mama said.
“There are many ways to come out as village idiot,” Priscilla said, “if you've lost track of 
who your neighbors are.”
“Which also means he's not untouchable,” Mama said.
“True enough,” Priscilla said. She leveled her hale and hazel eyes onto Fig.
“All right,” Fig said, patting another wrap closed, sealing it like one of the crazy 
cigarettes from his younger days, “take me there. Give it to me from the top.”
Mama elected to begin with the overview. Who had gone missing, where from, and a 
general acknowledgement of broad similarities and reoccurrences of key details. Then she dove 
into the most recent incident. This time, the subject of abduction managed to break herself away. 
Twenty-one nights ago, one of Mama's out-of-doors associates was working further uptown at a 
motel when she noticed she was being followed on her walk home. She did everything right. She 
got on a phone call and kept walking through as many people as she could, trying to shake him. 
But she started to get spooked when she realized no one was going to get to her in time. So when 
she got scared, she took one false move into a wrong side street. She panicked and halted to do 
the shoe tying motion, she got out her knife and managed to cut herself out of a smart snare that 
barely missed her torso and snagged her at only one wrist. The guy started to pull her back like a 
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calf on a rope, but she kept slicing at the snare until she could kick her feet onto a chain-link gate 
and swung it closed between them. With a little bit of the snare still holding true, he'd managed 
to pull her up against the gate and she pressed her hands through the iron fencing to try to get up 
and push away. At this point, he bit onto her ring finger and took it off. She thinks, in the 
adrenaline clarity of the scene, that she saw it go twitching into his mouth and disappear down 
his throat. And the biggest clue of all—she could see there, from that angle, maybe due to some 
peculiar electrical interference, that he appeared to have two mouths. By then she got herself free 
from the snare and managed to stick the knife in him. He took it out and hurled back at her as she 
fled, but he missed, and she got to the Lyft Landing and flew herself out on a red-and-white. She 
was too spooked to be left alone though, and several of us came down to collect her.
“He's law enforcement,” Fig said.
All three of them paused and watched him. “We agree,” Mama said “And without a 
doubt he's got financial backing. But in this town, we need a lot more to go on.”
“Hmm.”
The third woman, who had led them into the tent came over and gave Fig her hand. She 
was missing the ring finger. “Thank you, Missy,” Mama said. “He appears pliable to me. You 
can tell him the rest.”
Missy told him about her suspicion of having been followed by more than one person. 
She had a sense in the altercation that multiple people were closing in on her and watching her 
movements, but they were not installed there for her safety, but for that of her pursuer. It was an 
uncanny certainty that she could feel in her skin. And with their subtle interactions with her, they 
had come by degrees to steer her path, until she was cornered, and conveniently out of sight from 
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any CCTV camera any of their people could tap. So when she was in the hospital, she didn't 
speak a word of what had actually happened. Her gut told her she had better not.
She had played chess at The Tip four days prior to the encounter with someone she didn't 
know, which was in and of itself and increasingly unusual occurrence in the late stage of their 
urban sector. She had started to take up the seat as most of their community ambassadors did at 
the stone-table chessboards in the park, doing her part as a liaison between visitors and those 
looking for points of contact for news stories and for organizing marches and the like.
“The author of this procedure is anonymous as best we can tell. But we've triangulated 
the bastard and are getting close. We have isolated three prime candidates. But with what we 
have, when we only know what we know, we haven't budged an inch from there. We don't know 
which is which, and we don't know what we get from them.”
Fig was mulling in the tiger cage behind his eyes. Pacing to and fro. “This reminds me of 
a logic puzzle.”
“Good. That means you're who I've been told you are,” Mama said.
“What do you want me to do?”
“I only want you to do what you already do. I want you to get close to him, and once you 
do that, get eyes on him. I want to get your eyes on him. And I want you to sound the alarm 
when you've got him.”
“How can I possibly do something like that? I'm just supposed to do a big Sherlock 
Holmes and take notes? Do you want them in the form of sonnets?” The book in his back pocket 
made a small itch at the bottom of his brain.
“Well, you see me over here and you make assumptions? Isn't that right? You look me 
over and make guesses about my life, don't you? You think you can trust what you see?”
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“Let's change the subject,” Fig said.
“I'm saying that your girl here has knowledge of you. She thinks you're who we need to 
turn the tide on the disappearances. You have a knack for reading people and their intentions. 
You can play ball with them in ways not everyone can.”
“It's hardly as easy as hurling Fiddler on the Roof quotes at everybody,” Fig said. He 
swallowed. What had he meant by that exactly?
“Are you familiar with scramble suits?” Mama asked.
“I didn't think they actually existed.”
“We have it on good authority that they do.” She regaled him with her theory that they're 
so bamboozled about this person's identity because they have the ability to literally change their 
appearance with a high-frequency light scrambler emitter that is able to create optical illusions 
on the fly that can, in what Fig assumed had purely been theory, transform a person's physical 
presence from the shape of their toenails to the depth of their chins to the length of their 
eyelashes and of course the color of their skin.
“Also. you're the highest-up USPS person we have in contact.”
“Oh really,” Fig said. He was everybody's fool. “I'm just everybody's fool, aren't I.”
“Well, honey, if you don't want to be it, we have the fortune of just going down the list,” 
she muttered at him. “And you can let that girl of yours know that you aren't what she thinks of 
you. Choice is all yours. I've told you what we have and what we need. Are you our man or are 
you not?”
“It doesn't seem right. I don't know if I can risk my professional reputation over a hunch. 
You know? I can't give you access to sensitive information like that if I don't have more to go 
on.”
194
“Listen to him!” Priscilla sang. “Catholic as the day they dunked him.”
“One thing at a time, girl,” Mama said. “Talking like you are, I have reason to think 
you're not being sincere.”
“I mean, though, I know that you can trust me.” He decided now was the time. He stared 
critically at Mama. “I mean, I know who Cass Eliot is. Maybe you thought I didn't, but I let you 
think that. Did you believe it?”
Mama rearranged herself in her seat, cocked one foot under the other knee. “You had me 
going,” she said.
“I call it playing ball, you see. I thought it was a hologram trick, to be honest,” Fig said. 
“Couldn't find any projector though. I had no idea they had gotten this far with the suits.”
“It tends to work,” Mama said. “My name's really Naomi.”
“Okay. Nice to meet you.”
“You too. So then. What do you think? Will you think it over?”
“Okay,” Fig said. “I'll play. Where and when?”
“Tomorrow morning if you can manage. Every hour is another full day of jeopardy. The 
wolves are coming down on us. They won't suffer us to go on living like this, understand?”
Fig agreed. He told them of his suicide attempt and that it should secure him a window to 
get the job done without having to return to work. It was a good job. He didn't want to abandon 
it, but he strongly believed in taking advantage of what he was owed. And by extension, he felt 
empowered to repay some peculiar debt to these people of Somerset Place. He had done enough 
hurt providing the services he did in his day job. This was an opportunity, and it went well 
beyond getting to know Priscilla. Way beyond. With his flesh settling into his resolve, the first 
stab of the significant terror had pressed into him.
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They exchanged grim handshakes and Fig and Priscilla stalked back out the tent into the 
marginally brighter climate of the park and the square. The fog had thinned but Fig felt the threat 
pressing from on high. The quickening of the clay. He could feel himself turning into the darker 
waters. That little quiet terror you hold in your stomach every Sunday night. You don't know 
what it is but you feel it. It is your umbilical connection to the clay that encloses you. It made 
you and it will come to take you away. You know it down in your marrow that it will come for 
you somehow, spreading like blood in water, seemingly foreign but identical to you, following 
the channels carved by the choices you made, to sweep you into itself again, to claim you as its 
own as you have always been. You don't know how it will happen, only that it will. Four billion 
years of biological articulation and matriculation were not enough to prevent this, nor enough to 
separate you enough that you cannot know the clay will take you, for the two of you are the same 
thing, and your time of reckoning is coming. Much faster than you've ever had the nerve to will 
yourself to believe. How do you profess to prop the scaffolding of your thinking against the 
infernal and ever-evolving construction of the trouble, amid the screaming gale of pain?
“Clay be with us,” Fig whispered.
“What was that?” Priscilla said.
“Oh, nothing.”
The Landing took them back up the peninsula. Fig picked up the old town to the street 
where he lived, dazed by the energies of the sort of day they'd had, easing his way along the 
automatic path that he had walked back from work every afternoon. They came to the complex 
where he lived, and Fig swiped in with his chip and the door unbolted to let them in. In the 
black-and-white foyer, the ancient elevator ground up the ropes to them and took them below. In 
a red, squalid hallway, the concrete floor took them to the only door at the end, which had the 
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characteristic Fig element of being a nondescript but functional heavy oak door that was painted 
black. Fig boasted that he had been allowed to paint the whole hallway, and he wanted it to 
rhyme with the foyer entryway by answering it with a black-and-red to recall a key aesthetic in 
an old television show called Twin Peaks. Priscilla seemed eager to see inside.
On opening the door, the pink neon sign started to flicker to life, and the warm overhead 
light in the den first cast light into the studio space that constituted most of the underground 
apartment—the red brick walls were suddenly seen by lamplight, and the large steel coffee table, 
the wraparound plush-leather couch, the massive television screen and generations worth of 
video game consoles underneath, discarded easels and paint supplies on one side of the common, 
an island sequestering the kitchen from the rest, the nearby corner of computer monitors set up 
with the flight simulator equipment, the bathroom and closet-cellar down a hallway between, 
with Fig's master bedroom blessedly invisible. It was a little less tidy than he liked in the given 
circumstances, but Priscilla gave a sincere gasp—her eyes fixed on the mural he had painted. It 
was of a young girl, giving of an aura of suffering as she turned to look past her shoulder flanked 
in splashes of red and blue, an inkblot smear of desperation, an ashen and wan expression that 
many would recognize, but it appeared to strike Priscilla especially hard. She stared at it in open 
wonder, her fingers steepled over her nose and mouth, her eyes crystalizing in the growing light. 
The pink neon sign above the mural finally ceased clicking and hummed—the word 
“Agoraphobia.”
“It's supposed to be Les Miserables,” she said, “but she looks just like little me.”
“I had to guess. ." Fig said, “what you'd look like. From there it sort of found the form 
most fitting.”
“Oh, my god,” she flushed. “This is a fucking miracle!”
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Fig had a large backstock of five-year-old wines. They had taken to working to catch up 
to modern times. They supped on rice cakes and sodium-heavy microwaved snacks and talked 
about Priscilla's mother for a while. They migrated around his apartment as they talked, 
examining the refuse of Fig's dwelling and continually adjudicating in turns their comfort with 
one another. In his bedroom, Fig emptied all his pockets onto the nightstand and they floundered 
onto Fig's bed after Priscilla grabbed a couple books about the notion of Utopias off his 
bookshelf. As she flicked the pages in random directions, Fig remembered that when he was in 
college he had found a porn actor who looked exactly like Priscilla's mother and was roughly the 
same age. He recounted the shock Vivian expressed over his find, and the fascination she had 
with the nigh-identical woman. Priscilla said she wanted to see. Fig pulled her up on the 
projector that was pointed at the spotless white ceiling and she filled the area in the throes of 
curling her lips as her ass was anonymously fucked by a semi truck of a cock. Priscilla shouted 
delightedly—and observed that if Fig hadn't warned her of it, she would have thought it really 
was her. Fig remembered that was exactly what she had said herself.
“Your mother and I dreamed of becoming Cenobites. Delusions of weird normies. We 
had hoped we could become something that could have an orgasm so hard that we popped 
ourselves outward and punched into the dimension that rests on top of this one.”
“We do the best we can, don't we?”
“We sure do.”
Fig got up to fetch another bottle of wine. The music had been playing one of the 
classics of his demographic, the seminal Weezer song “Only in Dreams.” He was tipsy enough to 
not dwell too much on its somber orchestration. He only lolled and galivanted into the cellar­
closet and got the next bottle off the rack.
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Something was wrong when he came back. Priscilla had turned onto her stomach and 
knocked her elevated ankles rhythmically together with another book open in front of her, but— 
Christ on a bicycle—she had broken into the Psalms.
What to do? “Hey ah,” he said sheepishly, unmistakably upset. “Could you ah,” he 
muttered. He came over and slid his body onto the bed. She stared at him as he came over and 
swept his fingers underneath the leather cover, nudged the book to swing the bookmark-ribbon 
into the seam and thwapped it shut, tying it down with a snap of the button-lock.
“Sorry,” Priscilla said. “I didn't get quite as far as reading it, of course.”
“It's,” Fig said, “It's okay. I'm just, I, well.”
“No, I know.”
“I've just been assured several times by people saying they could be trusted in a 
conversation about what's in here and,” he said harshly, “in every case they've proved sorely 
mistaken.”
“I really shouldn't have tried to get into it. That was wrong of me.”
“No, really, it's okay. Just, you know, let me get there, all right?”
“Absolutely,” she said. She was quiet with him for a long time. But she didn't drop it, not 
yet. “It was definitely very interesting right out the gate,” she said. “I think you used a simple 
cypher. It doesn't look encoded by letter though, but almost by, sound maybe?”
Fig stared at the porno thrusting on the ceiling, the wet slippage and sudden resulting 
seepage. Fig dropped his head in a sort of measure of pensive but hesitantly ecstatic defeat. 
“Yes,” he said. “That's right. It pretends to be language. Less hieroglyph and more music 
straight from the mouth.”
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She nodded. “That's a pretty cool idea. But is it actually just the one measure of 
encipherment? Like there isn't an extra coating of indexation or anything?”
“Not at all.” His fingers interlocked over his chest. “You don't really need much of a lock 
on the gate when all you have on your land is a mass of idiot sows who'd never dream of ever 
digging.”
“True,” she granted. “I love it. Highly impressive conceptually. Very creative.”
“Thank you,” he said, his brows earnestly scrunched by admiration and actual gratitude. 
“It was inspired by my realization that I was definitely not the first to come up with it. There's 
this book they found that dated back to the 13th century. It changed hands between like fifty 
different master cryptographers in that time since, and they gave it the name the Voynich 
manuscript after one of those guys who owned it and thought it was their favorite little project, 
and as of this day no one has ever successfully read it. Many are pretty sure it's a phonetic form 
of Turkish, others think it's a fantastical botany book written in a bizarre fantasy language for 
fun because they are better at looking at the pictures than breaking any code, and then there's me 
and a few others who hear the history of the book and know straight off that it was a prank pulled 
on a medieval puzzle cracker.”
Priscilla did the throaty laugh. That one hewed a little closer to her tender middle.
“Like,” he continued, lifting his hands a little above himself, “It's super obvious. They 
figured out based on a letter inside the cover that this hoax book was originally gifted to a guy 
known for that specific thing. Everybody would paint or encyrpt some stupid complex horseshit 
for him and they'd send it to him so they could pass around the letter he'd send back saying he 
cracked it and solved it and sent his thanks and comely affection and esteem. Everybody is 
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stupid as hell. So anyway, I thought that was pretty cool. That's why I wanted to do a simple 
phonetic cipher.”
“A mimickry of language, but it still functions as such to its only speaker. And these 
walls of text, the mathematical proofs and calculations.. .you call them Psalms.” She turned the 
thinking over like a crisping flap-jack. “Is it a mental health thing? What motivates you to do it 
everv dav?”
“Well, look at me! I narrowlv dodged becoming one of these know-nothing engineers, 
but I managed to design a machine that can keep going on absolutelv nothing. It runs forever, 
down what they'd call the dumbass road. No monev, stupid, and sad. It's me! I'm it.” She 
grinned at his stupid bit. She could tell he had said this to himself in front of the mirror a few 
times but she let him trv it here too. “But no, it's actuallv prettv easv. I just take mv Catholic 
upbringing, mv passing interest in Zen, and quietlv collect up everv jagged little piece of mv 
infinitelv-exploding rage, and shake it, hard, for however long I can until I have them blended 
together, and then start dribbling its concocted poison one line at a time onto the pages.”
The common room sang into the open bedroom doorway. Goodbye, horses...I'm flying 
over you. The voluptuous rhvthm continuallv hit the wood and clapped onto the bricks. It gave 
an immediacy to the colors of the vicinity. It was a dream, unmistakably. Whatever happened in 
here was as it should happen.
“It's like I always knew you. Though I could never see your face, I knew you were there. 
I could feel you. A faraway part of myself.”
“I felt it too.”
“It's like I've always known you. And that I can feel that you have always known me 
too.”
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“I love it when you talk a priori to me.”
She always had that sweet laughter ready to go. She had enormous stores of it hidden 
somewhere in her body. In the dark, she could make it day.
“How much do you think you know about me?”
“I know about the properties at Druid Heights. I know that's where I come from.”
“Yeah, yeah. Sure. What else.”
“I think you feel things very strongly, all the time. When you feel it you feel it hard.”
“It kills most men, but I moved to California instead.”
“I know that you like to win arguments inside your own head.”
“I'll have to think on that one.”
“I think you feel, in your core, a powerful urge to try to drag as many sons of bitches to 
some sort Catholic notion of damnation, and rip them limb from limb over an infinite period of 
spaghettification on the rim of your supermassive and righteous hate. I know you feel it. And I 
know you'd give your life to it. I feel it too.” Her eyes were very large in the low light. She 
pressed her bare stomach with her hands. “I hold it right here.”
“I have some anti-acid,” Fig said. “It might constipate you, though. Also I guess they still 
haven't gotten rid of the Alzheimer's risk.”
She blew a raspberry through her broad lips. “It hasn't been so bad, really. Just been a 
while since I pounded so much grease in one go.”
“Your mother didn't bring you up pescatarian?”
“She tried for a while.”
They slurped their glasses empty. Juggled them on their finger tips. They both chuckled 
animatedly at the video on the ceiling of a giantess crushing a puny waifish screaming man under 
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her bare foot in a miniature city, his voice petering off in strength as he drowned in his own 
intestinal spew and cherry-flesh excrement, abruptly hushing on the moment of having been 
ground into a complete and gruesome pulp that gushed through the massive toes.
“Will I be in danger?” Fig said absently in a lull that sprouted from a run of less amusing 
images.
“Yes. By definition. I cannot guarantee anything.”
“Okay.”
“But look. It's like this. I'll take care of it. All right? If you can just do your part, I will 
put it all to rest. You just have to get me in the room, and I'll take it all away.”
“Okay.” Not much more to be said, for a little while. “You can sleep here.”
“Here? With you?”
“No, here, look at this.” He got up and went out to the hallway and turned into the studio 
living space. She followed him and hunched her shoulder on the edge of the wall so she could 
look out after him. Fig strode over the steel coffee table. He carefully plucked the coasters, the 
beer bottle, the Nintendo controller, the four remote dongles, and the coffee table book about 
early expressionist filmmakers off the top and swept them under the couch, then last-second 
whisking his fingers back through the mess to get the beer bottle and chuck it scuttling into the 
bin. He then returned to the coffin-shaped coffee table and lifted the heavy lid, which slid aside 
like a medieval stone tablet, giving him access to the lush purple velvet hollow. He kicked the 
ventilator power switch as he hopped in. “Hey Priscilla, look at this!” he said. He was a lot more 
drunk than he thought. “Ah-ah-ah.. .do you like my outfit?” he said, wearing his normal 
bedclothes. “I'm Count Dracula!”
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She cackled affectionately at him. “You're so fucking stupid,” she said, blustering with 
the residual peals of it. She flitted around the corner toward the huge soft bed.
He had started to move the steel lid back into place over his snug little bed. “Oh, and 
Priscilla,” he called after her, stopping her at the edge of the dark, “Don't worry about the 
ventilator. It can't power off until I open the lid again. Even if we were to lose power for a full 
week and I somehow stayed asleep all that time.”
“Goodnight, poppy,” she said.
“Goodnight, munchkin.” The coffin lead sealed him in.
There wasn't much tossing or turning to be done in such a space. Fig's racing heart lilted 
in the silent dark, tossing his brain in its swift reverberations, jabbering off his lips as he 
continually retread his and Priscilla's conversations together, feeling the feeling of how other and 
newer verbiages in a future time might feel coming out of him. He dreamt colorfully and awoke 
to the faraway and a soft tinkling of glass on glass, of metal gently scuffing metal in the implied 
drone of something like running water. He licked his moist lips in the cool climate-controlled 
coffin. And then, something else—it was a melody, most likely from the music player. He willed 
his heart to quell itself so he could listen to more than the blood through his ears. He gave his 
cochlears the little taps that amplified incoming frequency. It wasn't the music player—it was 
Priscilla! Lofty notes, and drawling over their growling sound-shapes, but at a smooth cadence, 
words from a song that struck Fig as vaguely familiar: Darling we both know...that the nights 
are mainly made for saying things that you can't say tomorrow-day. The vocal fry that 
characterized her speaking voice came out in song as sweltering and sweet—then her voice 
dropped unintelligible for a couple bars, rising again in a sort of lazy dust devil: You've had a 
few, cuz I always do. Maybe I'm too..busy being yours to fall for.
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At his cue, the coffin lid hissed cool hair spilling out the white sliver of morning. He let 
his eyes adjust before he made any more obvious noise. Additionally, he had a more clear ear on 
the action outside in the world of too-bright. She had started in on the dishes. Well, that was 
pretty dismaying, the more he lingered on that notion. Better get up.
“Hallo,” he called.
“Guten tag,” she said. He sat up and his eyes adjusted. The sunlight coming into the squat 
row of windows was head-splintering but mainly just from its raw brightness, not so much the 
mild hangover—what, was—It appeared that Priscilla was at the sink wearing only one of Fig's 
old graphic tee-shirts. It was one of his all-time favorites, a snug and flattering charcoal-gray 
shirt with an ovoid Old Navy logo over the chest. Its fabric felt like a tender squeeze on his 
sensitive skin, in a way a courtesy proffered by his younger self who had preserved its longevity 
for him. It just barely covered her to the bottom of her butt. She saw him rubbing his eyes 
discreetly in his fingers, out of a probably slightly-too-evident bashfulness. “You okay?” she 
asked him.
He snapped himself out of it as discreetly as he could—“Yes, I'm all right. Groggy. And, 
it's been a long time since I woke up in a French movie.”
“Oh,” she said, “I forgot, sorry. I was just really comfy.”
“All fine,” Fig said. “I forgive you.”
“You had better, you miserable letch.” She was toasting Eggo waffle strips and plunging 
them into a tiny bowl of genuine maple syrup that she must have cleaned first. Kept the plate of 
them and the bowl of syrup right next to where she worked. She ripped the head off the next one 
and went back to scrubbing at the sauce-encrusted baking sheet. As Fig busied himself about 
sipping a mug of coffee blacker than the heart of Baphomet that she'd made, the two of them 
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waltzed around one another to continually add fresh fruit and yogurt to the countertop out of 
which they'd take turns grazing.
“Want some corned beef hash?”
“Is it actual beef?”
“Priscilla. Come on. Are you serious? Look at this place.”
She didn't change her long stare but while she popped more fruit into her mouth he could 
read the buried signal that he was being fucked with again. He stooped over to get the skillet out 
of the tall cabinet beside the stove, and he felt a fierce thwack on his derriere. He spun round and 
saw that she had just cleaned the omniplastic flipper he'd had for longer than she'd been alive. 
“You have to clean that again,” he said.
“Leave it to me,” she pouted. As he went by to the fridge, he gave her one of the best 
right on the meat of her ass. A good swat that rippled all along her flesh in every direction and 
she exaggerated her gasp and perfect O of surprise and alarm in her lips while she put her eyes 
right onto his.
He leaned in to get the beef out of drawer, gave it a little whiff. “You've got a good 
wrist,” he said.
“Scottish genes,” she said.
He fried up the hash on top of the sizzling maroon beef strips. The smoke coming off the 
skillet opened a cavern of need in him. He liberally applied salt in pepper in three rounds, with 
minced garlic cloves added as the starches began to soften, at which points the roasted garlic 
effused their aromas to direct him to carpet bomb it with a round of four eggs and then a 
shredded cheese ensemble. As the whites hardened he situated the various sauces on the table: 
ketchup, ranch, lite mayo, sriracha, and honey mustard.
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Priscilla appeared impressed with the look of the hash. “How are you real?” she 
lamented.
“Long story,” he said.
“Mom sure missed out on your twilight years,” she said, with that evil pluck bunched at 
the corner of her eye.
“Hey,” he said. “None of that, small one.”
“No, I mean it!”
“That was never in doubt!”
She gave him a keen, sour look. “I was being serious though. It's sad you two lost touch.”
“Well,” Fig sighed, “You know how it is. Sometimes you love the prophet, sometimes 
you leave him for a handsome doctor who merged into traffic incorrectly and killed his fucking 
wife and small child! I never could have summoned the guts to become that pathetic!”
“Hey!” she said. “Jack is a good man.”
“I'd never think an ill thought about him,” he said.
She was down to scrubbing last night's wine goblets while he placed the finishing 




“Ahhm, daily. Every other day at most.”
“You could bump it up to twice daily. Or like, do it a la carte.”
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“Yes, no doubt.” He plated two stacks of hash on two hot damp and spotless ceramic 
plates. They feasted at the kitchen island. Afterward Fig got up and painted his face back on. He 
came out of the bathroom in a bluster, checking the time. 6:45. Time to motor.
“Okay, sweetums,” Fig said, “First day at the new job. Any tips?”
“I'll be around. Just try your best to stick to Mama's instructions.”
“Got it.” He wrestled his shoes onto his feet. “Oh, and if you steal anything, let me know 
how much you got for it!”
“You have a woman's soul.” She dumped a large strawberry into the vat of banana yogurt 
and chewed it while staring straight into his eyes.
“It might just be my mother's lesbian hairline.” He straightened his sweater over himself 
and said, “How do I look?”
She uttered through a cheekful of blueberries. “Good enough to go into a scramble suit.” 
Outside he was dwarfed by a two hundred years of refinements cut into dissolving 
sandstone. The sun promised a warmer day than yesterday. It'd be a pretty day in the park with 
fluffy white clouds and sunshine. No fog yet. Inside Fig was that feeling of first-day agony, but 
he wore it well, just as he always had since he was small. There was something to come back to, 
and that made it a little more exciting to get the whole thing started. Monday, Monday, he 
hummed to himself. Can't trust that day.
In the early morning, the daily boom of light and sounds of the festival at Somerset Place 
was slow to rise, but it was coming. Performers tied to purportedly semi-sapient holographic 
ghosts were sliding from the woodwork and collecting like the dew on the grass. The cool air 
continually flooded to the bottom of Fig's lungs. He kept the pounding of his heart from 
overwhelming his hearing by adjusting the sensitivity of his cochlears. The large tent in the 
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square smelled of breakfast. He sought an obliging canvas flap and slipped inside. People he did 
not recognize appeared to recognize him, and helped him orient himself on the path to Mama.
“There you are Fig,” she said to him, tucked out of immediate sight behind the supply 
acquisition desk. “How'd you sleep?”
“Inside a metal coffin.”
“Nice. You play chess?”
“I mean, I know how to make moves, if that's what you're asking.”
“That's what I'm asking.” She further reiterated the chess players in the park served as 
ambassadors of Somerset Place's community and also information purveyors for its many 
services. She asked Fig to read a glossy brochure she had put together some years earlier, 
seemingly out of sarcasm, and had by the look of it been handed to a great many people and 
handed back. Whatever your desire, you can find out where to get it with a visit to the Tip. Food, 
gospels, entertainment, family-safe fun, and nights with escorts, you could make arrangements 
there. But luckily the ambassadors weren't worth that much to anybody who was coming to start 
trouble—they didn't actually know what any of the options were outside the things they 
themselves had managed to find out about on their own. You just took that day's menu, and if 
the ambassador allowed you to unlock it in the app with your day's password, you got to read it 
on your phone.
“We're going to get you fitted in the suit now.” She pulled something that looked like a 
one-wrist handcuff with an LCD display wound partway around the band, and a thick rounded 
lens for the holo-emitter. “So you probably already know, but we'll go over it anyway,” she said. 
She pointed to all its parts. She gave him pointers for how to move—you never wanted to do too 
much, or the effect of the holographic lensing can start to blur and give you up. You're better 
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suited to being in a seated position than running anywhere. You have to wear the cuff on the 
wrist of your dominant hand, because there's less risk of a locomotive desync if it can read the 
upper maxims of your movement are like on your stronger arm. It took about an hour to calibrate 
it to Fig's body. She had him do sprints, push-ups, jumping jacks, wild random hand-swinging, 
and squats. Winded, Fig tried to picture himself as an even older man. It had been a long time 
since he tried doing something like that. He thought it more or less the less risky form of 
personality theft. What if a wizard of the mind was about to come ripping out a prog-rock portal 
into thin air at him, and say they didn't know him from Adam, because they had arrived from a 
different plane to inflict a psychic control over another population, and came to change the new 
world order by brainwashing everyone with a superior logic? No, best to try to be himself. It was 
less exploitable for nefarious purposes, because the vague association to someone they know 
from the post office meshed more believably with the terrain of nearby persons' memories than 
being another ‘unknown to anybody' type that drew so much attention. It would open more doors 
than it would close. His image went for a certain price on these parts, and it was a translatable 
currency. But he had to just sculpt it a little, to allow him a shallower climb to the impression of 
containing or imparting wisdom.
It was video game character customization, but it worked on you in real life. Pick your 
clothes, your age, even to a limited extent your height and weight, and definitely don't forget to 
pick a different voice. Mama helped Fig sort the microcosm of all human fashion available to 
him. He picked out a tweedy overcoat with leather patches on the elbows—convincingly 
secondhand. He aged himself twenty years and softened the jowls, hardened the eyes and brows, 
and gave himself a thinning widow's peak because he could remember that that was a type of 
hair pattern for those less fortunate than he. He would not change his apparent race despite
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Mama's mild urging that he do so—mainly, he argued, because he didn't expect himself to be 
able to adeptly code-switch at the drop of a hat, but he also cited a vague ethical concern that 
Mama let drop.
“Now,” she said, with a dreadful lurch in intonation, “Pay close attention to this part.
When you think you got him, I want you to extend your hand to him.” She offered Fig a 
handshake. “And now, when you got him right here, put your index finger out, like this. You 
want to try to see if he's wearing what you're wearing. But you can't do it on sight. You can't 
see it; you have to reach for it.” She poked her finger forward, and when she did so, there was a 
violent and sudden reverberation that struck them both on the forearms—a sort of warping thrust 
of power not totally unlike a static shock. Fig moaned a little note of surprise. “You can't touch 
anybody's cuff in a suit if you yourself are in one without that happening. So if you find that he's 
strapped like you are,” she said, “you'll know for sure he's the one. But the catch is, he'll also 
know for sure that you are.”
“Do I give chase?”
“Under no circumstances do you chase. You let me know that you made contact. Then
we get the ball rolling on him. Got it?”
“Got it. Wilco.”
“You made your peace with God? You ready to go?”
“I'm ready. I've been rehearsing my bit. I've wanted for a while now to say the words to 
somebody, ‘Hey, you know what? I seen a fucking sea monster the other day.'”
She watched him almost long enough that he started to writhe under his own skin a little 
bit. “Fig I want you to understand that we have lives at stake out here. Do you feel me?”
“Yes. Yes, ma'am.”
211
“Now I don't want to have to be coming out there to check on you once an hour to see if 
you got a knife out and are playing five finger filet with our folks instead. Is that clear?”
“Yes. I—I feel you.”
“What's your name?”
“Harry.
“You'll have a city ID at the end of the day. Play it cool as you can till then. Don't stick 
your neck out.”
It was an extremely pretty morning. The sun was warm and the wind was cool—the light 
rain shower that had fallen on the sidewalks in the wee hours had all but dried up and perfumed 
ichor onto the air and through that friction spun an out-of-season charge into it, of warmth and 
associated tension, of tranquility paired with oncoming weather. As any old person he had 
known in youth might have said, “Now this here is what they call an Indian Ides of March.” Or 
had it been Indiana?
The thing about Somerset Place was that you never got a sense that things had not been 
hard for the people. It was clear the place had seen its share of upheavals due to changes in 
zoning ordinances and stop-and-frisk laws. Nonetheless, people were hopeful. They played 
together, and they enjoyed one another. They were happy to be here together. Of course they'd 
accept a game of chess with a stranger if they felt any hankering to; why not today of all days? 
No one he spoke with or played quick games with had any unusual requests or temperaments. 
Everyone was having a day at the park. But one guy had stood out to Fig, looking out through 
the face of “Harry.” The name of the person of interest was “Spencer Abilene,” former 
community college English instructor. An African American man in his late sixties, laconic, 
gangly, and formerly of a town in Louisiana. He purported to be a veteran and advocate for gun 
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safety in numerous marches. He was very docile and carried himself inside a cool thin mist of 
pensive but cheery charisma, with one of those smiles that told you he was happy to see you.
“You were a server at a bar, yeah?” Spencer asked him during their chess game.
“That'd be a long time ago, and not in this city,” Harry said. “I was a mail carrier.”
“That's it. You were the mail guy,” Spencer said, scratching one of his jowls with all four 
fingers.
“Is that right.”
They made small talk what they knew about the town and the direction it was going.
Harry answered Spencer's questions precisely, but with that measure of clandestine vagary that 
came part and parcel with any discussion of municipal politics.
“Hey, you know who you remind me of?” Spencer eventually said. “Harvey Keitel.”
“Really, Harvey Keitel?” Harry said.
“Yeah, you know! Bad Lieutenant,” and he made some finger guns.
“That was Nicolas Cage!” Harry protested.
“No, it wasn't!”
“Well, it sure wasn't that Reservoir Dogs motherfucker. Wait, or was it?”
“It was Harvey Keitel. You look almost just like him.”
Fig, as Harry, was almost positive that the person Spencer was thinking of was Sean
Penn, but something in him held him back from throwing that card on the table. “But that Nic 
Cage though, that guy was something else. Imagine what's gonna happen when they get his full­
psyche scan acting in movies again. Ones written by computers. They'll have him using his 
acting craft to improvise whole-ass story elements like he did in the old days. Dude, you gotta be 
looking forward to that.”
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“Not really. I don't really watch much,” Spencer said. “I try to read more than I watch.”
“That's not the worst idea. There are worse ideas.”
“Thanks, Harry.” Spencer was very pleasant company when he was quiet, and they 
relished that for a little while.
“Gotta say,” Harry said, shattering the calm. “I don't remember your name on the route, 
though you do look familiar.”
“Oh, that's all right. That's all right.” Spencer had quieted down, like he didn't want to 
explore that topic much more.
“What do you like about Bad Lieutenant?” Harry pressed.
“It's bad ass! He reminds me of my father of a sports degenerate who never said two kind 
words to anybody. But seeing that movie made me think maybe there could be a good reason 
behind all that kind of stuff. You know? Like maybe it was for something.”
“Sure,” Harry said. That needed to go in the book. That stuck in his mind like a jagged 
little fleck of diamond flung out of the crater of a meteorite. He recited what he had said over and 
over to himself in the spaces between the words he exchanged with Spencer from there, so that 
when he got a chance, he could scribble it into the proof he'd opened up under his brain's 
heading of Spencer Abilene. The diamond shifted closer to the hot red tube at the crook of his 
brain and skull when he saw Spencer's opening chess move and recognized instantly that he was 
about to get whipped into the dirt. Spencer really knew how to play chess. And he did it, he 
plucked his pieces off the board like feathers from a chicken. His style was extremely patient, 
and his methods inherently deceptive—he was on a level where it was clear he had specific 
games memorized and could blend them together to stay right ahead of anyone who could 
respond appropriately to his mercurial changeups. All Harry really had was backpedaling against 
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the wall, reacting to everything other than laying down his own plan of attack. The moves 
Spencer had were not swings of a broadsword—they were the moonlight splashing on the bared 
blade of a knife. If you recognized what it was, that meant you had already let him do the thing 
that you could not. He had you, and he wanted to see if you were able to see if you knew it or 
not. Fig, swathed in a blanket of Harry, felt a pit of something in his stomach.
“Well, let's call that a checkmate and move on,” Spencer said. It was a total routing, 
though. “And I need a celebratory piss.”
Spencer scurried off to the public cinderblock bathroom deeper into the park near a grotto 
of trees that insulated it from a skate park through a chain-link fence. Fig went to work right 
away. He started to document the day and the time that he estimated they met and gave a brief 
description of his appearance and history for future reference. Then he gave his reasons for 
suspicion. As he was drafting this part, however, he thought, hmm, Spencer's been gone a while, 
and realized that the panic had suddenly flipped over into simpler, more base electrical signal 
that comes when you suspect someone is hovering right behind you. He turned around and saw 
Spencer leaning over and looking straight into the howling maw, into the hot beam of light 
coming off of the Psalms.
“What language is that?” Spencer asked.
“It's shorthand,” Harry said, scraping the nervous quill of his plastic pen a little 
ashamedly to close off another complete thought.
“Shorthand,” Spencer said. “Weird stuff, man.”
It was late afternoon now, and the smell of salt on the wind had become more 
pronounced the more the beaches had baked in the sun. Fig hurled the cover over top the pages 
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and pinched the button down, swiftly, but not suspiciously, throwing his eyes back up to Spencer 
in a sort of gesture of submission, tail between his legs.
“Chess strategies?”
“Shorthand, I said.”
“I hope it's chess strategies,” Spencer said, doing that kind smile.
Harry asked him if he wanted to go get a sandwich. Spencer said he'd buy.
They got to know each other a lot better, and Fig, known to Spencer as “Harry,” did all 
he could to appear friendly and obliging, because he felt, strongly, that chances were fair he had 
a live one here. It came to him naturally. Spencer had gotten onto the topic, prompted by Harry's 
calculated dropping of conversational tropes, of a totalitarian social order and how, essentially, it 
could be seen as a good thing for the citizenry as long the people making it possible are taken 
care of. It was that same old chestnut—the idea of keeping the trains running on time. And true, 
they had done a good job in San Francisco of co-opting numerous tenants of progressive policy, 
but they had also gone out of there way to show that some people were going to be left out. “I 
mean,” Harry was saying as they walked along a scenic canal where some lovers pedaled 
through on squat plastic boats, “I see your idea, but I don't know anybody who has ever called 
themselves a Republican not come off as one of the most confused individuals I've ever met. I 
think it is pretty straightforward.”
“Their infrastructure as an organization has shifted a good amount,” Spencer said. “I 
mean, someone's got to keep things moving, right? And they've got to make the hard foreign 
policy decisions.”
“Well only because it's part of the job they've had in a stranglehold all this time! As 
much as we chip away at them, it's like they keep showing up to step on more of our throats!
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And as far as shifting at all, I know what you mean, because for years I've seen all the people I 
know with blogs about thinking the most positive thoughts you can were noticing that nobody 
would read their posts so they said, welp, I better run for Congress. These are the Republicans 
now. The people who don't know the tennis ball still exists if you hold it behind your back! 
Nobody else would take up the archaic mantle, because those are the only kinds of kids people 
who push willful idiocy could possibly raise.”
“You're wrong,” Spencer said. “That doesn't account for everybody! People got all kinds 
of reasons to support who they support.”
“Here's what's so interesting about that though,” Harry said. “I'm not. At all!”
They continued to hash this out over their toasted sandwiches and small bread bowls of 
seafood chowder. There wasn't much give whenever Harry would press Spencer to admit, at the 
very least, that matters of religious interest did not in any way speak to a difference of political 
opinion—political opinion was split between people who were worth 66 billion and had a 
responsibility to keep their companies' overhead as low as possible, meaning they had a duty to 
accidentally spill their industrial waste in the rivers if they could get away with it, and the people 
who live in the poorest sectors who would like, if at all possible, to not have to be poisoned. 
Whether you believed there was this man who lived in the sky was not in any way a question that 
was of interest to anybody, but, Harry conceded, he would prefer to know if a politician appears 
to genuinely believe that the reason he didn't get killed in a car crash that morning was because 
he is being pulled along in a rickshaw by a cavalcade of angels.
Fig was interrupted mid-tirade as they walked along the canal—music bleated out to him 
via his cochlears, something clearly meant to be reminiscent of a bagpipe riff. It was a sweltering 
melody, crashing and unpredictable but steady in its way, as if it made the wind to blow: Girl, 
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with hazel eyes, ah-ah-ahhhhh! Somehow, the smell of rose water was coming off their number. 
“Ha, holy shit,” Fig said pointing at them. “Remember them? One of the last rock and roll bands. 
The Darkness.”
Spencer watched them for a bit and thought that he didn't, but at least seemed to come 
partway round when he sung a couple lines of the song for which they'd been most known. 
Nearby, Fall Out Boy battled with them for a piece of soundscape, belting out their number-one- 
single, rather like a jukebox by comparison. Before long, Spencer and Harry decided they were 
tired of each other and parted ways, Spencer to the Landing and Harry back to the Tip for a 
debriefing and to return the scramble suit. Mama thanked him and sent him with a couple hot 
meals to go, which Fig nestled in their brown paper packaging and carried against his chest back 
to the Landing, which he took to his neighborhood, and followed his lonely street in the cool 
dusk, enjoying the lonesome sound of his footsteps on the sandstone.
At home, through the oak door, Fig could hear the television playing loud. When he came 
in, he did not see Priscilla straight away. As he removed his shoes he pushed the door closed and 
the television program she was watching boomed with studio audience laughter as a narrator 
described the next moves in the bitter struggle for the mayorship of Beloit, Wisconsin. In this 
particular episode, it appeared that one candidate, a moderate, and his team had hatched up an 
idea to put together a spectacular setpiece involving planting a bomb under the manifold of one 
of the more left-leaning candidate's vehicle, set to detonate upon ignition. While cutting to a 
commercial break, Fig could hear a little tease of the explosion, and then he could picture the 
host standing in a gray suit in front of the studio audience while they cheered.
Host: Stick with us, politico freaks, because we'll be going—(toothpaste ad smile, arms 
spread)
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Audience: Beyond! The! Pale!
“How was your day?” Priscilla called from the bedroom, with a sort of inflection of 
fleeting attention.
Fig strode over and checked out what she was up to. She had situated herself into a nest 
she'd put together with Fig's copious blankets and pillows and had gotten into his chocolate 
cookie-crumble ice cream. “Oh, fair to middling,” he said. “Huge gains and all that.”
“That's very good,” she said.
A TV spot for a grim crime procedural issued canned sounds of tires screeching and 
doors being kicked in. First day on the force, innit? BBC America was at it again. Bass-heavy 
sound drop, a car arcing upside down in slow-mo at the apex of rolling five times on a London 
byway, the crush of metal and another drop of silence for a breath of laughter from a detective 
with a face like ground beef. Just be sure it ain't your last, bruv. At the very end, the word 
BOBBIES filled the screen.
“Did you see your present?” Priscilla asked.
“My what?” He turned to look out in the living space, and scanned everything, and there 
was something new in there—a large potted plant stood stately and mute near the coffin-table. 
“What on earth!” Fig said.
“I didn't want to move it somewhere you'd end up moving it from. I wanted to see where 
you'd put it.”
“Is this a lilac bush?”
“It's a ficus, but the lady called it a weeping fig.”
“Hm. I like him.”
“He is very strong,” she said.
219
Fig went closer to the large burnt-orange clay pot—she must have used a dolly to get it 
in. He pressed his weight into the pot and was impressed with the heft. “It appears you are the 
strong one—” he began, and was stricken silent by the sight of a tiny device seemingly 
deliberately placed behind the pot. Its dark rounded surface like the eye of a massive squid, 
glinted with the touch of pink neon light and red-brick luster, it suddenly peeled open with light, 
and a holo-globe took up the corner of the room, and the sonic qualities of it dropped upon him 
through his cochlears like a huge glass jar—it was as if he was in a shadowed room, sound­
proofed. What was going to happen? And he faded in just as the question struck him—the first 
notes on an acoustic guitar, an old and unsparing recording microphone. It was Marc Bolan on a 
little stool with the guitar in his lap, his hair, his clothing, his voice, and, some would say, his 
actual soul playing “Cosmic Dancer” in Fig's dwelling. Fig was stricken. The hologram played 
the song perfectly, within arms-reach of him, and only appeared to acknowledge him sparingly, 
singing the solemn tune into the floor with a penitent and downcast countenance.
By the time Fig had sat on his knees to stare into the vision, he knew after a while that 
tears had started to erupt over his cheeks, and that Priscilla had come in to sit beside him in the 
little Bolan-bubble. “How,” Fig started, once the song wound down. “How did you know?” 
“Just a little deduction.”
“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you, Priscilla.”
“You're welcome.”
He didn't see Spencer again for nine days, but he did eventually show up at the Tip, and 
they continued playing chess, and he whipped the pants of Fig across nine attempts. Fig, as 
Harry, continually chewed on him to get the kernel of reactionary sensibilities simmering just 
beneath the surface tension of his energies to crack, and give, and maybe eventually burst out 
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one way or another. The guy carried an anger in him, but he was exacting with it in a way that 
never came across as any garden variety plain-Jane anger. It was troubling to see in someone, 
and Fig reckoned, if his thinking was tugging at a string of the truth, he could use that same 
deliberate and persistent motion to make the threads he'd been spun up into begin to unravel. 
He'd just have to keep reaching and pulling.
Mama warned him. She instructed him not to disclose to her whether he'd come onto any 
leads, but told him that if he had, the more and more contact with his people of interest meant the 
closer he was to fucking up with them and sullying a continuity of trust and goodwill, so he 
needed to move, if not quickly, decisively. For a second meeting, try to determine if it's someone 
who is visiting the park, or if they've come to make some sort of transaction. She and Fig agreed 
that their culprit, were he to arrive, would be far more likely to be represented in the latter group.
That morning Spencer came back and enthusiastically greeted Harry at their usual spot, 
under the shade of the ancient willow. They played as the wind scuttled the dry leaves over 
themselves. They talked about this and that, and some in between.
“I was actually interested in finding some bacon,” said Spencer.
This meant in the parlance of the Tip that he wasn't asking about anything in the app's 
secret pamphlet. He wanted to know what Harold James Potter thought. What had he been doing 
around the place himself. What was good?
“You mean like a BLT?,” said Fig, as Harry. “Damn, they have some really good ones at 
Rico's. It's a Cuban sandwich truck, usually parked up there at the fire hydrant.”
“Oh, okay, yeah I know the one.”
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In case it wasn't obvious, what they really said was I want some company from a black 
woman. And then Oh, okay, here's how we can make that happen. Then Maybe someone a little 
on the gentler side. Wounded bird personality. And Okay, let's see who we can find.
“When are you going to learn to play chess?” Spencer then said.
“Every minute we play,” Harry said. Spencer's talent at the game was a world away. 
“Hey, Spencer,” said Fig as Harry. He stuck his hand out and was ready to go all out for it. The 
moment was now. “Thank you for all the games.”
Spencer was taken somewhat aback by the gesture. “So you're a good sport all of a 
sudden?”
“Come on. Make me feel just a little better.”
Spencer came back to him a little ways and stood in reach of Harry's extended mitt. He 
squared his shoulders with the seated Fig, and stuck his hand out to him. When Fig reached, 
Spencer whipped his hand away and ran his fingers through his hair, coolly tilting his shoulders 
to one side, swinging his face back to Fig with that kind and triumphant smile. “Make a winning 
move, and you'll get everything you want out of me,” Spencer said, and Fig was totally baffled 
by the weird inflection. Something extremely strange passed between them in that moment, and 
Spencer walked away toward the Cuban sandwich truck to follow the next set of scavenger clues 
they'd give him, to worm his way down to the unbirthday tea parties unfurling infinitely in the 
Tip's secret grottoes.
Once he was sure Spencer was out of sight, Fig swiped all the chess pieces into his sack 
and fled as fast as he could beneath the scramble suit. He ducked through the canvas flap and got 
to Mama. “Got an order for a pork chop sandwich,” Fig said.
Mama stopped moving entirely. “Are you sure?”
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“I'm sure.” He was our cop. Are you sure? I'm sure.
Mama stalked out of the room and put the call through, and the dominoes were to begin 
tumbling.
That night, when Fig came through the door, Marc was playing on the guitar in the corner 
beside the ficus, and at first he couldn't find Priscilla, but that was because her visual spot was 
partially blurred by the sonic lightstorm around Marc. She was seated at the controls of the flight 
simulator equipment, wearing the VR headset that put her directly in the cabin of a commercial 
aircraft. Without the use of his own VR headset, Fig had to rely on the visuals on the three 
screens he'd set up to match the rough position of the windshield in the majority of commercial 
airliners, but most specifically meant to specify the breadth of vision available to pilots of 
Boeing 737s. It looked, based on what little he had to go on without a look at her instruments 
which only appeared around you if you had the headset on, that she was having a problem.
“I didn't guess you'd be interested in Flight Simulator.”
He had scared her. She was really dialed in. She didn't show it, but he knew he had done 
it. She had that little jerk in her hands you get when you realize you'd gotten yourself up shit 
creek. She was becoming emotionally compromised. “Daddy,” she said. “Who let you into the 
cockpit?”
“Must've been him,” Fig said, pointing to Marc.
“Ten-four, dinosaur,” she said, apparently meaning Marc.
“Question, can you see him while you're in there?”
“Actually I can,” she said, glancing back at him via the cameras embedded in the 
carapace of the headset. “It's somehow configuring him to be in the jump seat.”
223
“That's fucking wild,” Fig said. Marc made brief eye contact with Fig when he looked 
over, began a new song. “Maybe I could even teach him to calculate fuel and minimums. 
Speaking of, uhhh, how're things going over there?”
“Definitely, uhm,” she said. “Fair to middling.”
Fig pulled a large pillow from the couch and came to sit on his knees beside her, looking 
at the screens to determine what she was up to. “Okay. There are three things you need to know.”
She recited with steady emphasis on each item. “What to do, how to do it, and, what was 
the last one again?”
“Yes. That you. Do it. That's very good. However, that's not specifically what I mean in 
this instance, though the gist is precisely the same. I'm talking of course about CRM.”
“C-R-M.”
“Crew, resource, management. Many a daring captain has stuffed three hundred people 
into a burning hole in the ground because there was a striking female first officer or flight 
engineer seated near him, and he'd made the miscalculation that this was a significant matter in 
his line of work.”
“Unsurprising.”
“Not really. Then there's an even more scintillating case of this one Russian captain who 
let his fucking kids into the cockpit and then permitted them to screw around with the fucking 
instruments. His son, the love of his life, the special wee man, accidentally knocked the autopilot 
off while he'd been moving the flight stick, and whompf, everybody's scrambling to try to 
correct the plane out of a barreling corkscrew—they recover, but because they were so freaked 
out they overcorrect and reenter a nosedive, but at that point it was unrecoverable.”
“That's hilarious!”
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Fig sputtered through his own grave chuckling. “It really is! And I don't recommend 
listening to the flight recorder! And that's what it's all about too—when you're in trouble, it's 
never more important that you don't talk about anything other than the next thing you should be 
talking about, and with a significant precision to the language you use. To familiarize you with 
that, though, we need to get you indoctrinated. So we're going to start with checklists. On the 
ground. So, little one, tell me, if you were to take a stab, do you think you could land that thing?”
She admitted that she had been circling the airport waiting for him to come home. He 
said he'd figured—she'd had the landing gear down for some time and had been making her left 
turn with a surprising delicacy of motion. Fig commandeered the second flight stick and took her 
in. He set the plane down with one curt bounce on contact, just to wake anybody who'd been 
sleeping in the cabin. Priscilla had really been pushing the fuel.
Fig helped Priscilla out of the VR headset and then out of the corner to deposit her in a 
heap on the couch. She had gotten a little dizzy after such a long left turn. She needed hydration. 
Her nerves were undeniably elevated—the job she'd gotten herself into was slightly more 
rattling than she expected, though to all outward appearances she was just as cool as any 
cucumber, per the usual. Marc appeared to express vague interest in their movements around the 
room while Fig fetched her a cup of warm cocoa. He snarled along with Marc as he played and 
sang the smooth and sleepy melody, I'll call you thing, just when the moon sings, and place your 
face in stone upon the hill of stars.
They ate a handful of funky drugs and watched Holy Mountain to unwind. Priscilla loved 
it, and by contact with her love for it Fig was coming around to appreciate it just a smidge more 
than he had. It was a time of blossoming peace, and it came to be shattered near the end of the 
film that he was receiving a call from the postal service. He let it go to voicemail, and lo and 
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behold, the regional manager was doing one of his numerous check-ins. But Fig listened very 
carefully and could read the innuendos. The implication was that it was now Fig's turn to check 
in, and this check-in required returning to work lest his Bay citizenship come up for review 
further down the line. A new supervisor needed to be trained at his facility, and that meant he 
was the guy to do it. There were eyes on this, which was unusual and this meant that they were 
more or less strong-arming him to be back the very next morning for an array of light managerial 
duties.
This was very annoying to Fig, but he recognized he had better do it, and on as few hours 
of sleep as he could safely get. He told Priscilla his plan. She seemed enthused with this turn, 
because it meant that one of their key objectives from Mama had just come in as well. She 
needed them to look into a name, and Fig would be uniquely well positioned to get two or three 
bits of information on the name when he got to the post office first thing in the morning. The 
name was Jim Mathers, and Fig put the note directly into his phone, just in case the sleep 
deprivation hit harder than anticipated the following morning. With that, they returned to the 
flight simulator and Priscilla, as his trainee, was run through the preflight checklists on the 
exterior of the plane and then in the cockpit. The simulator could be programmed to do basically 
anything you wanted—you could fly anywhere on the planet, and at virtually any historical 
period and in any aircraft you could dream of, with all the stipulations and weather patterns you 
fed to it. You could fly historical scenarios, downings and disappearances of commercial flights, 
to see things from their perspective, if you thought you had the nerve. You could come up with 
your own as well, and hide little maintenance flubs that could lead to critical situations if the 
situation just happened to align in an unfortunate way. Little pockets of disaster to survive and 
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conquer. Not many private Flight Simulator enthusiasts were as privy to the available settings as 
Fig.
Late into the night they flew legs of short flights, familiarizing her with more and more of 
the controls as they went. He had no second VR headset, so he had to instruct her, from memory, 
where all of the pertaining controls were on each panel when they were needed, because he 
himself could not interact with them. But he could see out their windshields, and he watched the 
clouds and mountains roll beneath them as she continually monitored their instruments and the 
autopilot flew.
Over the south Pacific, on a sleepy late afternoon cruise, there came a sudden jarring 
thunk somewhere near the tail of their aircraft. The plane rocked a little with it and, immediately 
after, began to shed some yaw control, whereupon the autopilot switched off. Priscilla made a 
sound in her throat that was further distorted by a nervous chewing motion in her teeth. “You 
didn't tell me this one was a scenario.”
“Whoops.” But she remembered, according to the emergency checklist, what to do first. 
She checked her controls, fighting the tilt of the wings back to a level position, and learned that 
she did have hydraulic pressure in the lift systems. The plane was controllable, so that was 
important. She noted on her instruments a low oil pressure warning on engine one. Fig was 
pleased to hear her say this—she was right on the money. She suggested powering down engine 
one and returning to Sydney, which Fig agreed with. They notified their AI flight controller of 
their new heading and asked for clearance to land where they had taken off.
Nearing Sydney, Fig called for flaps 30, and they began the landing checklist, only to 
have it interrupted by flight control informing them of mild wind shear conditions and reiterated 
their speed and glide slope. They were looking good, but Priscilla noted, correctly, that the 
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landing gear horn should not be sounding. So she ordered a go-around, and Fig smiled, and 
agreed. They took another pass, and when they came in for final-final approach, there was no 
landing gear horn, and they landed safely without further incident.
With Priscilla looking at their controls, and Fig keeping his eye on the raw attitude of 
their aircraft, they had actually managed a better outcome than the crew of Australia Air 881, 
who had managed to land safely, but with the nose landing gear failing to extend due to a bizarre 
mixup between the flight engineer and the pilots concerning a loss of hydraulic pressure. He and 
Priscilla, with only one of them knowing anything about the incident, had managed to get ahead 
of it simply by eliminating the role of flight engineer and having Fig on staff, who had the 
wisdom needed to cheat fate, and Priscilla, with the calm and collection to do what was needed 
of her, precisely in the order required. She was no Kentuckian whiz-kid P-51 pilot, amped up 
with that V-Day rage-boner that compelled her to be the first to shoot down an alien space ship, 
chasing a sky hook balloon into the upper atmosphere, passing out, spiraling back from the 
heavens to be liquified on contact with a bean field. She had hands for hard work, and a heart 
that could smooth the fear in that lived in the chemical interactions between nerves and tendons, 
channeled the terror into action. She was the one.
Once she was out of the VR headset, Fig told her how proud he was. Also, that he needed 
to be at work in about three hours, so it was time for a little shut-eye. She yawned and arched her 
back, and headed off to the bathroom, and Fig grumbled Marc Bolan back into his databox and 
grumbled about moving the lid off the coffin-table. When he did so, a doomy chime split the still 
air, and air-disaster habit commanded him to hesitate—he noticed right away that the coffin lid 
would not slide either more open, nor could he close it again. He looked down at the display 
panel, which was pinging red-yellow-red with an error readout. The air filtration system had 
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suffered a catastrophic failure—there was no sleeping in there. Well, fine, he thought, and he 
fetched the Psalms out of his back pocket and examined the parameters of his body mass versus 
against the amount he'd slept inside the steel enclosure the past couple weeks, which should have 
been sufficient to steel him against any scrambling that might occur inside any of the post 
office's nefarious strand-altering fields. But a stake of pure panic glided right along the outside 
of the supple flesh of his flinching heart. It was just shy, by almost exactly two hours' steeling. 
He had outrun the extra provisional steeling he'd been doing over that time and was now facing 
the possibility of being just underneath the minimum threshold he needed in his cells to 
withstand any unexpected scrambling. Going back to the post office would pose certain risks 
unless—
“Everything all right?” Priscilla said through her buzzing toothbrush.
“Fine,” he said. It was very far from fine, but this was not a problem of a loss of 
hydraulic pressure—these were systems inherently more infernal, and you couldn't just come out 
talking about them and expect things to go your way. He ran the numbers again. Just so. He 
needed two hours in a steel box to remain safe. Would it work to find a sheet of metal and lay it 
over the top of the open coffin table? He was doubtful. He lay fretfully on the couch, smoothing 
his angry fear through his hair in the form of a tinge of sweat on his fingertips.
Sure, it was possible that he could avoid all the scramble fields at the office. But he knew, 
that if he was sleepy enough, he could get frustrated with someone, and attempt to distance 
himself from them with disastrous consequences—no, the possibility was totally unacceptable. 
He had to think of something. The lights off, and Priscilla in his bed, he lay awake on the couch 
and imagined what it'd mean to never see Priscilla again. While so close, so close after all this 
time.
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Fig got up and put his shoes on. He pulled the one ratty blanket he'd had since he was a 
child out of the closet, and standing perfectly still for a full minute in the quiet dark, listened to 
whether anything stirred. He seemed in the clear, and he opened the front door to the hallway 
and pushed it softly closed, and turned the knob to set in the jamb, and then locked it behind him. 
He tiptoed outside, felt the jagged chill of the night on the back of his neck and legs, and went 
round the corner to the alleyway, and snuck over to the dumpster. He gave the alley a few 
exploratory paces to examine whether anybody was around and, satisfied that he was alone, 
returned to the dumpster and looked at the quality of sleep he'd be getting underneath its heavy 
lid. He had already assured himself, due to a perusal of his index of Time-Strand Coordinates, 
that he was currently situated in a place where the trash came only on Monday and Thursday 
mornings, and this, being an early Friday, was safe. Only a few bags of appropriately vacuum- 
sealed garbage. It honestly didn't look too bad in there. So he hoisted himself up and nestled 
down on the splendid cushion of his neighbors' trash, carefully setting the lid down without even 
a whisper of sound. He was asleep soon after.
Sometime, less than an hour into his sleep, he was startled awake from a dream, and 
instantly saw that someone stood over his nest, looking in. In a state of severe panic, squeezed in 
the sweaty palm of his own terror, Fig lay still to see what awaited him, and to his abject horror, 
the person slowly opened the lid a little ways wider to slide their body in with him, and then, like 
the cool hand his perpetually hot head always sought, his senses collided with the moist and 
obliging scent of Priscilla, who lowered herself onto him and snuggled against his trunk. Were 
you having a bad dream? she asked. Yes, I was, he said. But I like the ones that are worse than 
others. She considered this. What was it about? He and his brother were small children in rural 
Indiana, ahead of a powerful storm moving into the area of property their grandfather owned in 
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Dubois County, though they were supposedly also in British Columbia. They tripped through 
fields of massive whorls of knotted thick-bladed grass, clenching and suckled by the changes in 
air pressure, the sickly warmth of the season blended with the pale chill of the storm. He was 
afraid for the snakes that might be in the grass, and he and his brother fought through to find a 
place to hide. They came to a creek with a spare and ancient two-by-four crisscrossing its banks, 
the only means they could see of getting over dry. The thunder curling their stomachs, the rain 
beginning to patter distant leaves. They looked to one another and decided they were both too 
scared to try it alone—they had to risk crossing the board together. Halfway across, one of them, 
he didn't know which, lost their balance, and the other went over with him. They landed flat on 
their backs in the water, side by side and stunned silent, seemingly unhurt, waiting to see what 
would happen to them next. Come on, he said to his brother, come on, we have to go. We can't 
stay right here. We have to keep going. Priscilla said: I didn't know you had a brother. Fig went 
over the information he had conveyed. I never did.
A little while later, Fig had shown up at the post office in his uniform. Just about 
everyone was glad to see him again, and they welcomed him back by ignoring him altogether, 
for which he was grateful. A couple doe-eyed new-hires were there, one elderly and the other 
teenaged, were waiting in his office. Fig got them started filling out their paperwork and doing 
the mail-sortation training modules online. Then he showed them where it all went down, what 
parts of the back room corresponded to which of the neighborhoods they serviced, and gave them 
a basic rundown of how workflow went and how that related in turn to the layout of their 
customers' post office boxes and the numbering system therein. At lunch, Fig took a phone call 
from his mother. “Hey, Fig,” she said, in her usual way of everything being a matter of 
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eventuality, and shouldering the inevitability of her love for him resulting in having to speak to 
him again. “How're things going? You cleared to work again?”
“You know, I hope so. I swung by the office to do a little training, so yeah, feeling good.” 
They caught up for a little bit and Fig, knowing not what else to say, tossed out at her: “Hey, you 
know what, I actually met somebody a little while ago.”
“Oh yeah? Who've we got this time?”
“Well you see, that's the thing. Anyways, well, her name's Priscilla. She's great, she's... 
she's just really great and I think you'll really like her.”
“I'm sure you're right. Let's have dinner next week, all four of us. I'll have your father 
over.”
“But you know, mom, I should mention that there's fifty-fifty chance that she's my own 
daughter.” Or, wait, was it...was it actually one in three?
“Fig, I'm not really sure what you're getting at with all this.”
“Okay. Sorry.”
“How long do you expect me to wait for a grandbaby?”
“That ah,” Fig said, squinting in the fluorescent light of the breakroom. “Well, I,” he 
coughed genially, which he had always kept subconsciously ready to be the death knell of any 
phone call with her.
She reflexively understood it was that. “All right, hon. I'm very proud of you and how 
about you call me next time.”
“Will do. I love you Mom, all right?”
“Yeah, Fig, you too.”
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After lunch, he noticed one of the trainees had aged a whole ten years or so, but was no 
closer to knowing what she needed to do for some reason. Fig was too exhausted to tally the 
meaning encoded in that, and would riddle it no farther, choosing instead to roll with it. On with 
the training. He showed them how to do the metering, which involved holding your hand on a 
cathartically large stack of envelopes while their ancient machines licked the bottom of the stack 
and fed it through rollers and various sealing chemicals and government-issued postage ink. 
After that, he showed them how they went about sorting everybody's Amazon packages, of 
which, every day, there was a perpetual spew coming through their doors that ranged from one to 
six thousand. Fig found himself hefting an unusually and unexpectedly heavy one, and during the 
process of lifting it he turned it into a teaching moment about the hazards of the job and the 
methodology of safe lifting “Fuck,” he spat, hoisting the package up and over the bar of the mail 
cage,“Mother, fucking, piece of fucking shit, fucking christ, fuck you!” This outburst caused one 
of his trainees to burst into tears without so much of as a sniffle of warning. “Hey, hey, hey, 
now,” he said. “Now, now, now, there there, all's well. It's okay.” The trainee claimed she was 
deeply concerned for Fig's mental health, and was supposing that he was on the verge of a 
nervous collapse. Fig reassured her and pointed out that if they were in a position that they had to 
heft ludicrously heavy packages for people who insisted on having boxes of snacks from around 
the world delivered fresh to their fucking doors at all hours day and night, cursing their mortal 
souls was part of the deal. It was standard procedure and important for cortisol management and 
therefore morale. This, he further explained, is the terrain of existence, the universe seeking a 
performance of balance, the give and take of it all, or, more specifically, the sacrificial give 
transmuted into a material take.
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He turned them loose to keep sorting the boxes according to zip code and to label every 
mail cage they compiled according to street. He stepped off to the bathroom, and while he sat 
urinating into the toilet, he had another realization when he looked at his phone to find that 
Priscilla had texted him some form of gentle reminder. Shit, he had forgotten the other and far 
more pressing directive Priscilla had mentioned. He looked at the name again in his phone notes. 
Jim Mathers. He needed an address, but more to the point, he was supposed to find a history of 
addresses, both in the area and any listed forwarding addresses he had kept.
He pulled the name up in the system and came across numerous people with that name, 
but he checked, on a hunch, the neighborhood where Fig had once delivered the mail some ten 
years previous. Against that search metric, exactly one name came up. James Anderson Mathers. 
There was one in that neighborhood, and only one. It lined up perfectly. He copied the 
information into the Psalms, permanently etched into the record of Fig's continuum. It was only 
there, though, if you yourself were Fig. He got the current address and he forwarded it on the sly 
to Priscilla, who assuredly passed it on.
Late that afternoon, when he and the crew had more or less finished the day's work and 
anyone who wasn't supposed to be at the counter was pretty much just fucking off in the back 
room, vaping and listening to music somebody'd put on, Fig was shooting the shit with the 
newbies some more and asking them where they'd gone to school and so on. He saw then, that a 
big important text message came from Priscilla indicating they had a hot lead and that Mama's 
people had already gotten them tickets to an event Saturday night during which the final phase of 
confirmation of their target could be carried out. It was a black tie event, and they needed to get 
kitted for it. Fig gave her a thumbs-up emoji and said he'd come pick her up directly after work.
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Before he clocked out, though, he remembered to get on the work computer to get a replacement 
coffin-table air filter, and, while he was at it, a second VR headset.
When Fig came through the door and bodyslammed the couch, only Marc, strumming 
quietly in the corner, looked directly at him. Priscilla was wired into a flight and at first appeared 
to be ignoring him, but then he realized her frustration when he looked at the screens—she was 
trying out some single engine planes to get a stronger handle on calculating her own glide slopes 
under intense wind shear. She barely had time to glower at him for the unwarranted distraction, 
its severity blunted by the VR carapace covering her eyes.
Fig waited to see if he could be any assistance, but truth be told, he was too tired to care 
whether she took a rough landing in the simulated single-propeller lawyer plane she'd been 
fucking around in. No imaginary people were at risk.
“You look good over there,” he offered.
“Thanks.”
“You all right?”
“Yes.” There was just a little bite to it. “I'm just surprised you came home empty- 
handed.”
He hovered over these words. “What now? You mean about the investigation?”
“No. You haven't brought me flowers or anything.”
“Flowers?” Was he fucking hallucinating? “Did you down my whole store of secret 
chocolates?”
“I just, I guess I thought some kind of gift would have been nice. Something to remember 
the good news by.” She turned back, in a show of weird temerity, to her flight controls.
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Lightning split the computer screen, just a couple degrees off her heading. That was going to be 
a hot landing.
“There's literally a fifty-year-old bottle of French champagne in the cellar-closet.”
“I know, I'm just, I guess I'm just surprised.”
These snippets incensed Fig. And to boot—her timing sucked. He lay quietly and moved 
no muscle in his face. He imagined having swallowed a thermonuclear warhead and it fell by 
chance into a seemingly bottomless well where his torpor had collected and overspilled within. 
The righteous hate had rocked him, and black waves of it lapped the volcanic beach, but the 
detonation had been contained. Her anger was surreptitious. The move she had made was 
sensible and had done the trick. Recognizing this finally brought him to a place of peace.
Sometimes, you had to throw a little shit at people to get their wiggly sludge-covered 
faces to poke partway out their shells. You had to get them to face you. A reckoning must be 
mapped out and enacted, all selves extracted into the open, slithering beneath a hateful sun. It 
was like they had always said in film criticism—what you're supposed to do is take your guy, 
have him climb a tree, and throw rocks at him until he comes down to put a stop to it one way or 
another. Whenever Fig pictured that, he always imagined his guy, a strapping bronzed blond, 
climbing up the tree in tiny yellow shorts, while from the ground Fig hucked big honking onion­
sized boulders at him and the guy kept cutting up with huge squealing laughter, using his bright- 
white K-Swiss shoes to bat the rocks away with the soles. On and on they'd play the game, until 
one of them got tired of it. Sometimes, after a while, the laughter would stop.
“I want you to sleep in your bed with me,” she said flatly, no degree of give.
Fig put his hands up like she had just flung utter torment at him, the entire concept 
suffused with the venom of the king cobra, alchemically imbued with every inch of influence and 
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photon of light the concept had brough to their species, and shot it straight into his fucking nose 
and eyes, splashed it all over his membranes and liquefied his brain. He kept them up in a gesture 
of futile protest. “All right. Okay!”
“I don't know enough about you,” she continued. “I don't know what you're like when 
you're asleep. Do you sleepwalk, like I do? Whose names do you call out from your dreams? 
You know. I want to see who you are, and you're cutting me off from that part of you. Where do 
you get off acting like a whole horse's ass like that. You're totally uncompromising, and I can't 
put up with it for one second more.”
Fig drummed his fingers in a dreadfully brisk rhythm over the whole length of his 
sternum, staring at the ceiling. “Okay, pumpkin. Mind your speed, will you?”
“Aye, aye,” she muttered, and discreetly moved the throttle back ten degrees.
In the corner, Marc had, apparently in his spare time and through his access to the 
unlimited discography of music that extend well before and across all the time since his death, 
had composed a rendition of a newer song that Fig dimly recognized, the chorus nestled in long 
smooth bridges of a melody through which he worked with methodical fretwork, and the lyrics 
meshed seamlessly with something he could have written himself, but he was sure that he hadn't:
Oh, how we put the days away
We just danced beneath the sea of snakes
We can bury our heads in our rooms and our beds
Until we see those days again
Somewhere in there was something like a someone slipping out the edges of the rote 
purpose of the musician. It looked, if he really watched the way Marc's face moved and little 
glimpses he'd take with his sunken eyes covered with glitter and eye-smoke, that he was vaguely 
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interested in Fig and Priscilla's altercation. But he would never go as far to imply to his captors 
that he was doing anything but living for the music. Fig was sure more and more of it could be 
seen the more he'd keep looking.
Morning of. He woke to her beside him in the large bed. She had moved her body in her 
sleep to nestle her face against the outer extreme of his shoulder. Her eyes fluttered once to 
acknowledge him. They ate a solemn breakfast—eggs and potatoes baked in a skillet coated with 
coconut oil. They got themselves cleaned up and Fig went out to get their tickets from his 
letterbox—in an unmarked envelope, their large blue brochure-shaped tickets encrusted with 
gold, and the glittering yellow text read 101ST SFPD FATHER-DAUGHTER BALL and beneath 
that To Benefit the American Red Cross.
It was a shame they had missed the centennial. Fig's three piece suit had seen little 
mileage and was determined to be acceptable, but they agreed he should use a rental anyway. At 
the clothier shop Priscilla went straight for a flowing sequin dress that began as iridescent black 
at the neck and suddenly turned sapphire with a split all the way to the top of her hip. Fig got 
himself a shirt and tie to match. They spent the afternoon carrying their rented clothes in their 
plastic bags while they tried food from various trucks parked near the canal, walking up this way 
and that, windowshopping and photoboothing, darting between children flying kites.
Despite their gregarious conversing, and their relentless display of goodwill and 
humanity toward their fellow walkers, between the two of them Fig and Priscilla's energy was 
sour at best. It was a momentous evening, and it was clear Fig was incredibly troubled. “Having 
doubts?” she eventually broached.
“None whatsoever,” he said.
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The sullen dark came over the city, and for a while the pangs of an onset of an ancient 
panic fleetingly touched the nerves all along Fig's body, but he remained outwardly resolute. The 
cooling brickworks and sandstone buildings effused the ichor of rain showers they'd missed. 
They walked some ways, arm in arm, until they understood, without saying a word, it was time 
to get on their way. A public restroom in the park, silhouetted by the mist and streetlighting. 
They stepped out gussied in their black tie apparel—and Fig was stunned to see Priscilla in the 
dress, exactly like her mother, but not fidgeting with any bit of where it intersected with her 
body—the dress came as naturally to her as if its sequins had been secreted from her skin. She 
placed her arm in his again and they made their way to the landing. Above it all, the yawning 
quiet of night overtook them, the vacuum tube quieting all without. But the city had begun to 
blur together, and its lances of white and purple light began to zag ever more broad over his eyes. 
Tears stood fully formed from his ducts but hadn't yet spilled. He strove to keep them where 
they were. “I'm ah,” false start, “I'm really scared, you know?”
“I know. And I'm here with you.” She had laid her hand in his lap, and he had taken her 
offer, and traced the contours of skin between her thumb and index finger, in the peculiar 
connecting tissues of the palm, where you could, with the proper skill, learn to read what a body 
could do, and where their life might lead.
At their next stop they followed a cop family to the palisades of an ancient municipal 
building, its white Grecian columns illuminating and beams of golden light crisscrossing the sky 
above. The banner hung lip over top the stone edifice and billowed gently as they entered, like a 
tongue. And so, into the belly of the beast. (Clay be with us, Fig muttered somewhere in there. 
What do you mean when you say that, Priscilla asked. I'll tell you sometime, he said. Soon.)
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The ballroom was packed, white candlelit tables in a black room, virtually all ambient 
light a luscious navy blue. Medals and sigils on nearly every shoulder. Daughters of every size. 
Mothers on the wayside, talking to one another. A line of women was on the stage, all almost 
certainly holograms. One looked like Bjork, one was clearly Britney, another resembled Shakira, 
and so on. They performed some sort of medley infused with all the represented artist's 
catalogues, a really impressive and driving feat of music, though effervescent and twee, a white 
dragon of serotonin anyone in earshot could climb onto the back of and ride to the clouds. They 
sang about how there was more to life than this, about how they'd been around the world, mixing 
it all up in their dreams, ingredients from the seven seas, realizing things aren't what they seem.
Mostly, it was women, ostensibly daughters, dancing during the fast songs. But every 
once in a while a dilapidated crooner visage would sprout on the stage and the detectives, 
patrollers, a desk athletes did the twist on the dance floor with daughters caterwauling in mostly 
lily-white dresses.
“Contact,” he said. “Heading one-four-one.”
Priscilla scanned the ballroom directly at the spot he indicated. She appeared to study Jim 
and his date. Jim was exactly as profiled—the former chief of police, and narrowly defeated in a 
run for district attorney and then congress. Fig and Priscilla nursed their cocktails and talked with 
people nearby in a bid to avoid raising suspicion. Intermittently, they would go to the dance floor 
to join in the memory-game festivities, most of which everyone was able to keep up with, 
especially the squealing smaller daughters and their spry father-cadets. Every father and 
(mis?)matching daughter spinning round and round one another, or sidling in line dance 
formation, if unaware totally of faces fully aware the heat of all the neighboring skin.
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Fig had relaxed considerably. He felt their cover was good and their alibi for attending 
was endlessly and credibly replicable. Across the way, Priscilla saw that Jim's date was on the 
move. She waited until she recognized which way she was going, and then, making a couple 
furtive gestures in that direction, touched Fig on the forearm. “I need to hit the powder room. 
Immediately.”
“Run,” he whispered in her ear. And Priscilla went after her.
Fig's part was now. He wasn't sure what to make of his decision path—it was partly 
incongruous. He clutched the Psalms in his breast pocket out of what he thought was a 
conscientious attempt to ensure himself he had it, but was actually a purely involuntary motion 
that happened as frequently as a person touching their own face. He got close to the bar where 
Jim stood.
Jim saw the book in his hand. He came right up to him. Fig expected him to draw a gun 
and shoot him dead. But instead he just scanned Fig's entire face and said, “Are you a 
journalist?”
“I'm a poet,” Fig said.
“What did you say?”
“I'm a poet. I was feeling inspired by the music.”
This time the words had struck his beach, and they slid back off him. He didn't recoil 
with the words, but Fig could see he'd taken just a little bit of something away from him. And on 
cue, Jim said, “You're here to make trouble.”
“I'm sorry?”
Jim studied him. A pit of rage was yawning open to Fig at an angle no one else inside the 
multitude of thrusting bodies could see. But the both of them remained facially and bodily at 
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ease. The mannerisms were just so. The eyebrows twitched as Jim picked an opening chess 
move. Fig wondered if he was doing anything like that, but he held still and slipped the book 
back into his breast pocket. He felt a sudden and dire need to fetch one of the weed chewables 
hidden even from Priscilla in another pocket, but he hesitated. Nothing could be blurred now— 
he needed to keep sight of the distinct lines where they lay. This time, baby, the chorus on the 
stage announced in time with a Euro-centric dance number, I'll be...bulletproof.
He met Priscilla outside the restroom and took her hand. As if knowing their arrival, 
some part-forgotten holographic crooner started in on “Love Me Tender,” and the procession 
soured to meet the song in that moment, while the DJ muttered some kind of brief barbiturate­
screed into the microphone, totally unintelligible. Priscilla and Fig melted together. “Positive 
contact,” he whispered in her ear, and she nodded, nestling her face into his chest. This meant 
that she had delivered the payload in the restroom. The tracker was live in the purse of Jim's 
daughter. He didn't feel anything like fear to be holding her so close. It just felt...nice. He'd 
missed her all this time. She'd grown so much without him. And now, despite everything, they 
could dance together. The deadly dance of symbol recognition. The need to know the score. The 
unquenchable thirst to reach the place of peace. Wherefore art that cool hand, for here is Fig's 
boiling forehead, let down thy hair.
Eventually, seemingly moved by the music, Priscilla picked her head up and stared into 
his face, a soft threat at the edge of her eyes, and her pouting mouth. They looked together at the 
image of Jim and his daughter stealing away. Some sort of quarrel perhaps, maybe something 
else. That was fine. All avenues of escape were evaporating right in front of him. He'd been 
foxed. But that would be an acceptable death, if, this time, the love could just be enough. The 
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only option remaining, when reduced to the indivisible prime factor—the thing to do was to 
release the self, and to be put out onto the sea of all things. “Are we a go?” Fig said.
“I'll see you at the barricade,” she said. Their faces pressed onto one another. They 
kissed. The other dancers looked on, spinning slow circles around them.
Outside the community building, the grandiose lighting raked the night sky, and Jim and 
his daughter could be faintly seen slipping into a private spinner. Priscilla promptly opened up 
her phone and looked at their heading as they took off up the street, and then she prompted them 
to speedwalk up the street and round a corner to the Landing and steal away in a Lyft that took 
them high above. From here on, Priscilla coolly instructed, Fig had to do absolutely everything 
she said as soon as she said. Mainly, keep his excessive height in check and keep a low profile as 
they got closer to the house. Out of her little pack Priscilla withdrew a pair of scramble suits and 
they clicked them over their wrists, and she explained her people had managed to jailbreak the 
settings to scramble even on the infrared spectrum—totally obscuring themselves from heat 
cameras and associated alarm triggers. While in their conga line of dragonfly-craft in the holding 
pattern above their departing Landing, they keyed themselves up into a pair of turn-of-the- 
century bandits, or Parisian street mimes, or something. Something with a black band of makeup 
horizontally covering their eye sockets. Plain, light-drinking pure-black leotards and crazy hair 
held under black skullcaps.
They stepped off in a carnival of motion. People in the streets marching against a new 
housing motion handed down from numerous individuals sleeping peacefully in the community 
on the hill. The tracker pointed them up that same hill, and they had to climb a fence in the shade 
of a briar thicket to get past the illuminated gate. Presumably, it occurred to Fig, they had been 
full-body scanned and missed by an infrared tracker. He kept up, following close at her heels 
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while she moved through the chaste lawns hissing stolen rainwater over their glistening beds. 
Exotic trees uprooted from the distant reaches of the empire. Potent flowers, alluring to smell at a 
distance and bright despite the darkness, owing to bioluminescent genetic tinkering. This place, 
hatefully clean. The smell of the fresh cut grass, the constant hewing, closer and closer to the 
root, the pleasant sight of it, clean as far as they could see. The moon had known not to come out 
tonight.
There was the house—a veritable plantation, fenced in with supermassive hedges, the 
stately abode of a man who had kept his boot on the throats he could most responsibly associate 
with the blight of his day. Priscilla looked it over through a metallic scope. Its heat signatures 
were currently positive for two individuals inside. She reported two indeterminate entities that 
had not moved, lower in the house—either live and partly obscured by the basement foundation 
or small animals, or something in between.
Fig was getting the shakes. He could feel numerous bullets nearby—sense them 
chambered, asleep, but dreaming of splatting themselves into his brain, their holy purpose. 
Eventually Priscilla caught sight of his hands jittering. She reached into his pocket and withdrew 
the little pouch of weed chewables and stuffed one adroitly over his lips. She placed her fingers 
under his jaw in a gesture that told him to chew, quietly. Focus, she said with her eyes, and 
returned to watching the windows through the scope. Daughter went to sleep upstairs, and for the 
next hour, the large hot body of Jim disappeared into the foundation and did not come up.
Fig kept watch of the teeming dark that enclosed them, the breeze rustling nearby willow 
leaves, the insidious quiet of the cultivated wild, leafy ivy rolling out in every direction 
underneath them, a plush carpet that ate every step they made if Priscilla ordered them closer. 
Fig's systems dissolved the drug candy and his senses felt a little sharper, and thereby his heart 
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had started to strike the front wall of his body cavity. But more like in a Platonic sense. He was 
coming by degrees to let the horror he felt overwhelm him, and then, at last, in the immediate 
instance Priscilla turned to issue the coordinates of their vector, the thunderbolt of ease, clarity 
and calm split him open, and he understood that the horror was his propellant, and all the earth 
his domain to plod forward and bring ruin to that which lay ahead. The sea of loathing opened 
and they walked the narrow channel of mathematical derivation to their fate. Whatever happened 
would be right, and Priscilla would be there to the end.
Priscilla acted quickly, unbolting a cellar door with help from a device in her pack.
Astonishingly, the door swung open without so much as a security ping. They had breached, but 
how? How did she know the house wasn't armed? What was going on? Now was not the time to 
find out. They skulked inside, touching nothing whatsoever even with their gloved hands. Eyes 
bright and wide. One light on in the plush quiet of this outermost chamber, something shrouded 
in stained glass hummed silent gold over a pool table. A brighter light emanating from a hallway. 
No sound whatsoever. The chilly sucking action of the door just behind them, the door ebbing 
with it, which Fig gently closed and turned the handle to latch it without a squeak. His eyes 
watered—he needed to sneeze, and then understood that he could not sneeze, and thus thwarted 
the will of his flesh.
Priscilla crept forward, and he scurried soundlessly behind. They needed to get to him 
fast, but where? Priscilla seemed unsure. She continually checked through the scope to pick up a 
heat signature, and nothing of the sort was forthcoming. She kept looking at her phone screen as 
well, looking for motion tracking information. If anything stirred in the house, her suite of tech 
was not raising it. This was concerning to both of them. They had no choice but to move toward 
the light, and they found its source—a single naked white bulb at the end of a troublingly 
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undecorated peg board over wax walls. It was an oppressive look, and the shadows were 
discombobulating—it hurt your head to stare into that place, and Priscilla tapped Fig on the 
shoulder indicating they had to get closer.
Slouching through that hallway, they found a trap door under the light that had a peculiar 
ripple pattern, like obsidian or ochre-colored glass. There didn't appear to be any way to open it, 
despite their attempts to fit a shiv between it and the surrounding floor. To their broad 
astonishment, a brisk click snapped beneath them and the trap door began moving, and they 
managed to hide in the shadow the door made under the swaying lightbulb, and out came the 
daughter, who slammed her heeled shoes along the hallway and disappeared in the dark around 
the corner. Priscilla was gobsmacked by this changeup but was not stunned beyond reach of 
instinct—she slipped her screwdriver under the closing hatch and pried it open again, quiet as a 
mausoleum. She and Fig hobbled down the ladder and permitted the hatch to shut them in.
Below, in the heart of the large white house, lay the quiet bright room, the room wherein 
nothing that happened could be heard anywhere else on earth, not even in the house above. It 
was evident in the design of the place. A massive sort of panic room—a single piece of hollowed 
steel. Jim had set up many fabulous devices here. Harnesses and straps, stockades and bloodied 
varnished wood. Some of it had been conspicuously broken. Jim himself was there, slouching in 
the middle of the room whose proportions were difficult to track in the bright white. Before him 
stood Marilyn Monroe, doing some kind of routine. He lay slack in a velvet single-occupancy 
seat, sipping on a beer bottle he'd broken open, hissing little spurts of beer through his front teeth 
at her. Apparently he had a button somewhere that controlled gusts of air coming out from 
underneath the ruffles of her white dress. He'd press this button and her skirts would lift out from 
under her as she chortled and writhed to catch them and stuff them back into proper place. It was 
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really odd—you could barely see her fucking outline against the rest of the room, basically just 
her mouth and eyes and vague differentiation between what was apparently flesh and apparently 
dress.
Priscilla. The concept of Priscilla, moving forward, but just enough to line up the shot.
The hologram in front of him was too distracted by Jim's button to notice. And she didn't waste 
the shot—the smart harness lashed out and scorpion-stung the back of the seat, and it was set to 
work just as well from above, behind, in front of any bipedal target in an array of acceptable 
body sizes, walking, sprinting, or even seated. Jim made a note of surprise and the hologram of 
Marylin Monroe stood watching it unfold, catch him by the shoulders first and from there unfurl 
over his arms, torso, hips, pelvis, and legs, hogtying him in one round tick of a clock. Its last 
part, once the smart snare had confirmed its hold on the body, loosed a sort of noose over Jim's 
forehead, and by now, though numbed with booze, was fighting to throw his weight around, but 
he had not done what he needed to do when he needed to do it—the window to dodge the snare 
was denied him by its point of contact with the chair back, obscuring the will of the device from 
him, and now there wasn't a single thing he could do but scream, which he promptly took to 
doing.
“Claire!” he screamed, rattling the whole chair on the floor while he flung his weight 
fruitlessly against the harness. “Claire!” No echo, just the fount of his incredible terror, 
dissipating in the featureless void above and all around. Priscilla stepped closer to get a good 
look at him. Fig came along and they confirmed they really had him—he wasn't going to be 
moving anywhere, and he didn't have anything at all in his hands. Priscilla did the honors of 
patting him down as he continued to wildly scream for help from the alleged daughter-person.
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“Please, Claire! Come back! Claire!” Louder and louder each time, inexorable and in significant 
pain with an acute case of what's-to-come.
“Listen,” he rasped. “What is this? What're you doing here? What do you want?”
“I think it'll be better,” Priscilla said colorlessly, “if you didn't speak.”
“Just tell me what I can do. Look, okay, you got me, all right. I can help you. I can—”
“No,” she said with a long musical note, “No, I appreciate the offer, but really, you ought 
to hush up now.”
“Claire!” Jim screamed again, one last toss of it, a really stout belt of severe panic. He 
could only flutter his eyelids and scuttle the chair legs micrometers at a time.
“No, no..no no no,” she cooed at him, “shh, shh, shh. Here, look, relax, all right?” She 
slipped her shirt off and let her nipples stand out at the tips of her breasts. “Better? Gotta be 
better now, right?” Both men saw at the same time she was now clutching the knife in hand. 
Priscilla turned partway to Fig and said, her expression imploring, “Better?”
“Ah,” Fig crackled through an unbelievably dry throat, “Yeah, better.” He shrugged.
She turned back to Jim, came a little closer.
“No!” he flailed, but any discernable movement inhibited almost entirely to the muscles 
of his face. “Please, I can make all this go away. You haven't done anything!”
“Heyyy, come on,” Priscilla cooed at him. “Relax, okay? There's not much left.” She 
looked around the room again. “Who's this cavewoman?” Priscilla called, pointing the knife at 
the woman in the white dress. When she heard nothing, her head turned like a piece of a wooden 
clock and landed on Fig. “Is this Raquel Welch?”
“Marylin. Marylin Monroe,” Fig offered.
“Sing, Marylin.”
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She sure looked the real thing. She looked at Priscilla in the open and honest expression 
of extreme terror, then to Fig and back again.
“No,” Fig said, scratching the side of his head, “No, she, ah, she's not—”
But Marylin cut him off with the percussion of music from out of nowhere, a large 
twisting melody coming out of the walls itself that enveloped her like smoke out from under a 
curtain. And the simulated smoke rose as the tears began to stream down her face, and she dove 
straight on top of the high note of her part as if it were the grenade that would start another blaze 
in her little hovel. How'd you seep into my heart? she sang, an apparent aria of some kind, 
antiquated but experimental and sing-song in form, certainly nothing that she had ever heard in 
the life-before. How'd you seep into my heart? Now, I'll try not fall apart.
Tears were all over his face now, and Jim was far-gone with it. Never could you imagine 
how afraid somebody like Jim Mathers would look inside a smart snare, the operation of which 
he was one of the premiere experts in the world. “How could you do this? How could you do 
something like this to me?”
Fig froze stock-still and hovered over this appeal. “You have got to be kidding!” Fig 
stared at him, dark as every night cycle rolled on top of one another. “Look at him cry because 
his kind shot ours in the guts at birth and now he doesn't get to watch us crawl to the end of our 
lives. I really don't know what I can do for you now, Jim. But I guess I can say this for sure.” He 
held his little book up to tense, roiling face. Let the eyes strike on the word Psalms. The 
unbridled shock. The swollen terror, amplifiable even at its upper extreme, where they'd held 
him since they came sit with him by his hearth. Comedic and ecstatic fear. Not even a centimeter 
to move. Breathing in, breathing out. “I could show you all this. I could give you instructions to 
transform the world. I could tell you how to turn lead into gold. I could teach you how to make 
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something out of the nothing all around. I could do all of this for you,” he thwapped the book on 
one of Jim's knees, “And it wouldn't change a thing about you, would it?”
Jim was silent after that. Appeased, his farewell written and submitted. The shit, so to 
speak, had been cut. His wet red face quieted, maybe in some way even relaxed. He did not fight 
the snare, not even when Priscilla came up and straddled his lap, pressing her butt into his knees 
and steadying herself over top. But he did scream when the blade came up and anointed him on 
the forehead with a bite from the edge, that seemed to touch the nerves along the outside of his 
skull. “I baptize you,” Priscilla said, “in the name of the Mother,” she drew the curved edge 
bilaterally over his face, breaking through the bridge of his nose and laying open his awful, 
screeching mouth in four fresh folds, “and of the Daughter,” now taking the knife across this 
time, horizontal over the eye sockets, “and of her Billion Screaming Sisters. ." slashing outward 
a broad splash of blood through the tearfully and musically wailing Marylin hologram.
“Do you remember the words?” Priscilla asked, appraising her incisions, looking to draw 
out Jim's lucidity a final time. “Hey, come on, stay awake. What do you say? Amen. Say it with 
me—” And he, retching miserably, acquiesced his allotment of final words. She bit into the edge 
of one of the lobes of skin, peeling away a long strip of his hide, tore a bright red beam over the 
face, removing an eyelid before tearing away clean at the bottom of the eyebrow. His scream 
detonating an incalculable sum of joules and his subtle flailing jittering beneath her, blood 
slopping over her bare body, the long piece of flesh disappearing between her gnashing teeth and 
into her throat.
And Fig stood nearby, lacking any measure of conviction to look away now. Fig could 
remember the fear he had felt, a young child in the country, the feeling he'd have in his stomach 
when he'd see a black thundercloud coming, high up to the west, that dreadful note the radio 
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would play when they would come on to tell you it was time to take cover. How purple were the 
bruises, how deep, covering the whole of the sky if you had the nerve to stand and watch. And 
here, at last, he thought, he thought he would never feel that feeling again, and in this quiet room, 
he could hear the sound of his blood moving through the vessels of his ears, the sweet release of 
something like rain all around. How blessed to have one more day of it, the artful dappling of the 
earth from a fountain built by someone many ages ago, a gentle courtyard plotted round that 
marble centerpiece they had hewn from stone in a bid to please the gods.
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